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Chapter One 
The Kiss 


Revisited Once Pluck won the contest against Gar the Dreadgon, Edward and Virago left the circle 
of men, and Lady Flaxen followed. Edward took the Princess by the hand and led them to his tent; 
he wanted to get her as far away from the Dreadgons as possible. Sinew followed after them 
after he relieved Melee so Melee could tend to Pluck's wounds. The group made their way up 
the hill to the tent, and then Sinew and the two Morgog guards stayed without while Edward, 
Virago, and Flaxen went into the first section of the tent. "Wait here," Edward told Flaxen as he 
motioned to a few cushioned chairs for her to sit. "I would like to be alone with the 
Princess." Virago nodded so her lady would wait, Flaxen sat, and then Virago told Edward, "I shall 
be in with you in a moment." She waited till he went into the next room, then walked over to 
Flaxen, and whispered, "What have you discovered?" "Lord Caliber told me in the Fletching royal 
tradition the Kiss is given to the one his or her heart belongs to, but not necessarily the one they 
shall marry." "Are you saying he has never kissed a woman sensually?" Virago questioned. "Most 
likely no since Pluck requested it, but it is probably the only thing he hasn't given away," 
Flaxen answered. Flustered at the thought of another woman even a Beast Woman having 
anything of her husband's, Virago asked, "Why does this creature want it? And why has Edward 
consented?" A suspicious thought crossed her mind, and she said, "The Beast is after something. 
Could it be she is after a claim to the crown?" Virago declared, "The Beast shall not have a part 
of the Prince's bed, nor shall it have part of his heart." Flaxen shrugged and answered, "I do not 
know what the Beast wants or why Edward consented. You shall have to ask him." A mischievous 
grin crossed Virago's face as she stated, "I shall do better than that." She stood and told Flaxen, 
"You may return to my tent. Bring me a change of clothing but leave it in this room. My plan does 
not need to be disturbed, at least not by you." Confused by the Princess' words, she bowed and 
said, "Yes, my lady." Flaxen left, followed by Brio her Morgog guard while the other guard 
remained outside with Sinew to watch over the Princess and the Prince. 


Earlier... 


Edward entered the area before his bed chamber and upon entering, he noticed near his bed the 
Mystic Rose's petals cast an azure glow. Han must be dead for the Rose showed the color of 
sadness and sorrow. Edward would miss the commander, though he hadn't been taught to feel 
such things about common people. Still, Han led the High Guards faithfully from his father, King 
Stark's time to his own. Han was a good man, and he would regret not attending his funeral. 
Edward studied the blue petals of the Rose and knew Pluck had a connection with the Rose; the 
tattoo that marked her finger bore proof of that. One of the few things he remembered from the 
Temple long ago was the markings the Rose placed upon her, but he still did not know what her 
connection meant. He walked to the pedestal, placing his hands on the glass container. It was 
time he ended Pluck's curse for all the sacrifices she endured for his kingdom. Now he only had 
to explain it to his wife. Virago entered the bedroom and smoothed her hand across the bed as 
she walked to him. She questioned him, "Is there a reason you wanted to be alone?" He turned 
to her and replied, "Yes, there is something | must tell you." "Concerning the Necrom?" she asked 
as she placed her hand on his shoulder, moving closely around him. He felt her body rub against 
his as he answered, "Pluck is not a Necrom." Edward wanted to embrace the Princess and take 


her to his bed. It had been far too long since he made love. She circled him, trying to excite him 
with her lure, and Virago stated, "So you say." "I do, and she is the matter | want to speak to you 
about," he told her as her perfume scented the air with an erotic aroma. Virago rubbed her hand 
down his back and around up his chest as she informed him, "There is a matter | wish to speak to 
you about first." She smoothed her hand along his stubbly face as she said, "| am ready to 
consummate our marriage." His eyes widened as he uttered, "You are?" "Yes, and | wish to do it 
now," Virago told him as she untied his sash, unbuttoned his shirt, and ran her hand up and down 
his muscular chest. He pulled down her dress’ shoulder strap, revealing her milky skin and kissed 
her shoulder. Between kisses, he told her with excited breath, "There is a matter we should speak 
of first." "It can wait," Virago told him, and then she pushed him to the bed. He bounced on the 
mattress and grinned at his wildcat as Virago crawled to him and then she ran her fingers through 
his shoulder length raven-black hair. She stared into his blue eyes, and he gazed back, undoing 
the braids in her ebony hair. "There should be nothing we hold back from each other," she told 
him, moistening her lips. Virago leaned to him to kiss him, but he held back. "Wait!" Edward 
shouted as he pushed away from her and leaned on the headboard. "I must..." She placed a finger 
to his lips as she insisted, "You must be quiet and enjoy our bonding. You have never loved until 
you have loved a Morgog Princess." She pressed her lips to his again and then slipped her tongue 
into his mouth. He felt the moist flesh touch his tongue, and it excited him. His body's wishes 
overpowered him, and Edward relented, returning her passionate kiss. He embraced the Princess 
and pulled his body close to hers as Pluck and the Kiss faded in his mind. 


x k * 


Once Han passed to the next world, Pluck walked up to Edward's tent and two men stood guard 
without. One was a High Guard and the other a Morgog. Sinew glanced at her but said nothing 
only twisted his long mustache. The tracker had mixed feelings about the Beast. Was she an ally 
or a foe? The Morgog didn't dare make eye contact. Pluck passed them and went into the tent, 
finding no one within the first section. She went into the next section and as she stepped through 
the next tent flap, she started, "Edward, l..." She gasped as she saw Edward and Virago 
kissing. Edward noticed her and uttered, "Pluck!" He sat up, realizing what he had done and 
started, "I... |..." An anger she never felt before rushed over Pluck, and she thought about tearing 
into them with her claws. She wanted to rend their flesh as they rent her happiness. She took a 
step into the tent as Edward looked like he was going to say something else. Pluck didn't want to 
hear it; she only wanted to make them... Pluck paused from her murderous intent as she caught 
a glimpse of her rampaging heart. She realized her beast-self must be bloodthirsty, and she 
couldn't let the Beast win, so she didn't wait for Edward to finish speaking and fled from the room 
that closed in on her. Pluck ran. She ran from the rage that wanted to tear Edward and Virago 
apart. She ran from the grief of losing her chance at a normal life and at losing the only father 
she ever knew. Pluck ran from the tent almost knocking over Flaxen and her guard as the lady 
returned. Pluck continued out of the camp and into the jungle; she needed a refuge. She 
continued running deeper and deeper into the vegetation till she came upon a clearing and there 
a Mammoth Banyan stood. She placed both hands on the large trunk and wept as the unbearable 
pain and agony drowned her. Her two greatest fears came true. She lost the only end to her 
curse, and Edward lied and betrayed her. Pluck wept and cried till she could weep no 
more. Edward rushed to the entrance of the tent, but by then Pluck disappeared into the jungle. 


He had broken his word, and he cursed her to remain in that form as the witch had cursed her 
long ago. Edward placed his hand to his face. If he wasn't a man of his word, then what was he? 
What kind of King... emperor would he be if he couldn't grant one small request? Virago walked 
up behind him with a satisfied grin and embraced him. She told him, "Come and let us finish what 
we started. This time tell your guard to have no one interrupt us." He nodded and went back into 
the tent, hoping to find comfort in her arms. There was nothing he could do for Pluck, and it made 
him feel disgusted with himself. Edward returned to his bed then he and the Princess 
consummated their marriage and afterward, they both stared up at the tent ceiling. A satisfied 
expression crept across Virago as she turned on her side and faced the Prince. He hadn't spoken 
since the Beast found them. She started, "Not that | did not enjoy our love making, but it did 
not seem you were with me body and soul." He didn't look at her as he admitted, "| have done a 
terrible thing." Edward turned on his side, placing a hand on her hip as he explained, "As Prince 
of Fletching and soon to be Emperor of the Five Kingdoms, | gave a promise that if Pluck saved 
you from the Dreadgons | would give her my first Kiss." Virago hid a grin and she spoke as if she 
didn't know about the Kiss, "Oh... | guess it is my fault as much as yours." She stroked his cheek 
as she told him, "Surely there is something else you can reward the Beast with." "You do not 
understand," Edward insisted as guilt washed over him and he rolled on his back. "I had promised 
this to her when we were children so when the witch cursed her, it became the only thing 
that would redeem her." He couldn't get out of his mind the look Pluck had given him when she 
walked in on them, and then Edward continued, "Now | have cursed her. | have cursed Pluck to 
remain as a beast and endure everything that goes along with it." He closed his eyes as he 
questioned her, "If | am not a man of my word, then what am I?" Virago rolled on her back as her 
scheming and jealousy faded. She thought the Beast wanted the Kiss so she could claim her 
husband's heart. She didn't know the truth of the matter and jumped to conclusions. Virago 
turned her back to the Prince. What would her mother think of her if she was alive? Was she so 
petty and so uncaring that she couldn't help someone? Virago pulled her covers close. Pluck 
saved her from the Dreadgons and this was how she repaid her. She grew increasingly disgusted 
with herself the more she thought about what she had done. 


Chapter Two 
Han Departs 


The sun set, streaming the sky with orange and red as a few men lit torches and handed them 
out. An entourage of High Guards carried the body of Han their Great Commander, and they were 
followed by a mixture of sailors and soldiers. Ardor, Fracas, Parry, and twenty others mounted 
horses as the new commander led the way. They would journey half a sun's cycle and erect a 
wooden platform to send off Han's body in consuming flames. Melee and Sinew stayed behind 
to protect the Prince. The men of Fletching were somber and many were filled with great sadness 
for the loss of their famed hero. Even a few Morgogs lowered their heads, respecting the fallen 
warrior as his death convoy passed them. Fracas rode up beside Ardor as the bow tied to the 
back of his saddle bobbed with the horse's movements. Concern covered the red bearded man's 
face as he questioned, "What if the Prince needs us? Should not more of us stay?" "If Melee, 
Sinew, and the Morgogs are unable to handle it, | gave Melee the Mountain Ram's horn," Ardor 
replied as his face remained tight as many things plagued his mind. Weary from the events over 
the last few sun's cycles, he said, "I am commander now. It is what | have worked for and yearned 
for my entire soldier's life, but this office is bitter to me. It is bitter like bile." He glanced at the 
Head Archer and told him, "You are right. More should stay, but since the beginning of the High 
Guards, this tradition has been honored even to the point of halting a war to perform the rite. 
Who am | to change things?" "Still," Fracas continued. "We shall be a distance away and take 
some time to return. Shouldn't we..." "I understand that," Ardor interrupted. "But our traditions 
must be honored." Fracas questioned, "What of Pluck? She would want to see Han off." Ardor 
snarled and then said, "If | did not owe Han so much, that creature's name would not be spoken, 
so | think it best that it isn't here." He glanced around the camp as he did expect the Beast to at 
least watch the procession from the shadows. Ardor didn't see it anywhere. He remembered the 
conversation Pluck had in Han's tent with Edward. Did it receive the Kiss from the Prince? Was 
she only cursed and not a Necrom? He searched the camp for a woman and shook his head. He 
had been lied to. How could he believe what was told to him? Pluck was a Necrom and not a 
woman. His new commander's attitude frustrated Fracas. If there was no peace between him 
and Pluck, all the High Guards would suffer, so he said, "She is your Second and the men follow 
your lead. Shall you hate Pluck forever?" Ardor laughed and then told him, "I am mortal, Fracas. 
| shall not live forever." Lord Caliber and Avarice watched the High Guards leave the camp as they 
enjoyed the meat of a stag their men killed. "The Fletching mongrels are so trusting," Avarice 
spoke as he cut a piece of steak with his belt dagger and popped it into his mouth. "Leaving the 
Prince with only two guards. What if we decide to slit Edward's throat." "Commander," Lord 
Caliber scolded, drinking his wine. "There shall be time enough for that later when the mood is 
right. Execution is everything." 


x k * 
Light faded as a few rainbow colored birds took to the air. The Mammoth Banyan supported Pluck 


as she wept, but its cold rough surface provided no comfort as she sobbed uncontrollably. She 
couldn't understand why Edward forsook his promise. The Kiss was such a simple thing, and it 


would have only taken him a mite to complete. He must have lied to her from the beginning. 
Edward never intended to keep his promise. Pluck wailed in agony, hitting the tree with her palm. 
She was truly just a beast to him; she was only a despised Necrom. Her sorrow and her pain 
burned into rage. Did he care nothing for her? Pluck reached for the Lux, but the sword wasn't 
there; she had left it behind in Han's tent. How could she let out her rage and her heartache 
without shedding blood? Her hands shook with bottled emotions so Pluck made a fist, but 
it didn't help. She turned to the heavens. No clouds cluttered the sky as night approached, and 
like her soul, it darkened with each passing mite. A breeze swept through the jungle, rustling the 
leaves. She couldn't hold her anger in any longer and screamed like a savage Ghost Panther. Her 
anguish echoed across the vegetation into the camp, and she unsheathed her claws. She thought 
about going into the tents and showing Edward her gratitude. Her heart seethed with poisonous 
thoughts, cried out for retribution, and she stared at her large white claws, yearning to sink them 
into flesh. Pluck wept, frustrated over her helpless feelings and devastated by everything she lost 
that sun's cycle, so she screamed, "Edward betrayed me!" Pluck roared with all the fury of a 
Woolly Tiger as she screamed again, "I'm forever a beast!" She raised her hand, slashing at the 
tree with feral rage; she swiped at the trunk with both hands, shredding off strips of wood. 
Clawing and clawing, she scratched deep into the grain, pouring her fury into the Banyan. Her 
nails bloodied, but she continued and roared again louder and more enraged as if she would kill 
them all; she would kill all who hated her, then she fell silent. Pluck retracted her claws, turned, 
leaned on the tree, and stared at her bloodied fingers. Her hands shook with anguish and pain, 
and she wanted to die. 


x k * 


Earlier that sun's cycle... 


Lady Flaxen returned to Edward's tent with the Princess' change of clothes as she wondered what 
Virago was doing. Virago was probably up to no good. Suddenly Pluck rushed out of the tent, 
pushed past Flaxen who made her way up the hill, and almost knocked her and her guard Brio to 
the ground. "What happened?" Flaxen exclaimed as she panicked. She thought something had 
happened to her Princess, so she rushed to the tent entrance. Edward appeared then 
Virago. "Oh!" Flaxen uttered as she stopped, noticing their untidy clothes. "Ohh..." Flaxen 
repeated as her face flushed. She understood Virago's smile meant she got what she wanted. 
Flaxen looked to the jungle as she wondered why Pluck looked more horrified than miffed she 
didn't receive her reward. Curiosity which was her greatest weakness got the better of her and 
she had to know. Flaxen placed Virago's clothes inside the tent after the Prince and Princess 
returned to the bedroom and over the protest of her guard, she and Brio headed toward the 
jungle after Pluck. "If we are to follow the Beast we shall keep our distance," the Morgog insisted. 
"Who knows what the Necrom might do?" Flaxen followed Brio to the horses and after mounting, 
he trailed the Beast for half a nal before stopping. He motioned for Flaxen to be quiet as he 
pointed to a clearing where a large tree stood. Pluck leaned on its trunk. Flaxen dismounted and 
carefully walked closer till Brio grabbed her wrist. He shook his head and she knelt. Flaxen peered 
from their hiding place as she heard the Beast's sobs. It was crying. Yes, it was weeping as if 
someone dear to it died. Flaxen saw the Beast anew, not like an animal as the others saw it, but 
as... It... She was in agony, but Flaxen didn't think it was over Han. It was more like... Her eyes 


widened with realization. Did Pluck love the Prince? Did he break her heart by kissing her lady? 
If that was true, why did Pluck request the Kiss as a reward like it was owed to her? The Beast 
attacked the tree, startling Flaxen and her guard as pieces of shredded wood flew off like birds 
fleeing a predator. Pluck's wails were hate filled but also full of agony. Brio grabbed Flaxen, 
insisting under his breath, "We must leave!" She lifted her fiery yellow dress, pursuing him 
through the jungle brush toward their horses as her heart raced. Why was she so afraid? Did she 
fear the beastly High Guard? She didn't believe Pluck would hurt her, and Pluck did save her lady. 
The Beast's savage attacks ceased, so Flaxen freed herself from the guard's grip and 
returned. "Are you mad?" Brio asked. "We must flee or the Necrom shall devour 
us." "Nonsense..." Flaxen told him as she pushed branches aside. "Do you not know the 
difference between the screams of blood lust and the cries of pain?" The guard followed her, but 
kept his hand to his sword's hilt as he told her, "Sometimes they are the same, my lady." The 
Northern High Guard sat hunched, staring at her bloodied fingers. Flaxen stepped on a 
twig, alerting the Beast to their presence. Pluck's head jerked up at the snap, seeing Lady Flaxen 
and the guard watching her. She wondered if Lady Flaxen was there to add to her sorrows. Dusk 
broke across the sky in amber and red as she asked through stifled sobs, "What do you want?" "| 
want nothing," Flaxen replied as she made her way to the Beast cautious but curious. Her 
guard grunted his protest, but she waved him away as she told Pluck, "I wondered if you were all 
right. |... We heard your cries." "What does it matter what | feel? I'm only a Necrom; I'm an 
animal," Pluck spoke as she wiped her runny panther nose. "I heard Necroms have no 
feelings." At first, Flaxen didn't know what to say, stopping a distance from the Beast. Even in the 
twilight, she realized what a wondrous creature Pluck was, Necrom or not. Short beige fur 
covered her as a long tail with a black tip curled around her arm as if comforting her. She had 
seen her white claws, they were half the length of her finger when unsheathed. Now her fingers 
were as human as hers, but with no visible nail. Each time Pluck spoke, Flaxen saw her large white 
canines, and what little sunlight peeked over the horizon burned across her fiery-crimson mane. 
Her cat ears were rounded, and her emerald feline eyes were red from crying. Pluck's black nose 
still ran as she sniffed, wiping it with the back of her hand. Flaxen pulled up her dress, 
maneuvered across the large roots of the Mammoth Banyan, moved closer, and questioned, 
"Why are you crying?" She replied with, "Why do you care?" Flaxen placed a hand to the tree and 
leaned on it as she answered, "It hurts me to see another sad." Pluck searched her face. Flaxen 
seemed sincere, but she had been fooled before. Pluck said, "I guess it doesn't matter. If | tell 
you, then perhaps you will leave me." She stared at the ground, distancing herself from the 
horrible truth as she began, "I almost received the one thing that would end my torture." She 
looked at her bloodied fingers as she added, "I almost received the one thing that would relieve 
me of this cursed form, but | lost it. | lost it to another." "The Kiss?" Flaxen uttered. "That is why 
you wanted it? We had no idea." Dismay over hurting another crossed the lady's face as she said, 
"There are no words to say how sorry | am." She put her hand to her chest as she continued, "I 
cannot even imagine living as you do or your pain at losing..." Her voice cracked as another 
realization sank in, and she exclaimed, "Fires of Morgog! You must hate her... you must hate 
them for condemning you." Pluck's eyes dried, and she wiped away the residue the tears left on 
her fur as she answered, "I did." "Did?" Flaxen couldn't believe her answer as she knelt and sat 
on one of the large roots covering the ground. "I love Edward too much to continue blaming 
him... them..." Pluck said as she closed her eyes. "Virago is his wife and—" It pained her to say it 


as she spoke, "—who truly had the right to the Kiss." Her answer outraged Flaxen, and she 
questioned, "How can you be so understanding and so forgiving? If | were you, | think... | think | 
would want to hurt them and make them feel my pain." Pluck opened her eyes, turned to her, 
and asked, "You would hurt your Princess? Would you cause her pain?" "Ah..." Flaxen started and 
then thought about it, smoothing her fiery yellow dress over her knees. "She is stubborn at times 
and gives me grief, but no... | would not wish her pain, but if she had condemned me to live as 
you... | do not know, | do not know what | would do." "As much as Edward hurt me, | can't do him 
ill," Pluck said as her heart still ached but duty bound her. "I am a High Guard, one sworn to 
protect, and that | will do." She looked to her furless fingers, rubbing the ringed tattoos on the 
one as she spoke, "I must accept my curse, and if | can't, I'll be useless to him. Being a High Guard 
is all | have left. I'm nothing without my honor and position." Flaxen looked to the Beast's 
bloodied fingers and then said, "You should have those cleaned and treated so infection does not 
set in." She looked to her guard and ordered him, "Fetch your kit from your saddle and bring your 
water skin." Brio grumbled his objections to helping the Necrom, retrieved the kit and water and 
after returning, the Lady ordered him to build a fire for them. He shook his head, grumbling again 
and complied. Flaxen grabbed the Beast's wrist, and Pluck jerked her hand away at the 
touch. "Oh, did | hurt you?" The lady put a hand to her mouth as she said, "I am sorry." "No. | 
just..." Pluck started as she placed her hand back into the lady's care. "I'm used to doing 
things myself." "Do not worry | shall be careful," Flaxen told her as she removed a clean gauze 
from the kit, dripped water on it, and cleaned each of Pluck's fingers. "You would not believe how 
many times | tended to some cut or scrape the Princess inflicted upon herself. She can be quite 
clumsy." She put a hand to her mouth as she stated, "Oh, maybe | should not mention her." Pluck 
faked a smile as she replied, "Please, tell me about one of those times. | should get to 
know your..." She resisted accepting the Morgogs, but now she had to put that aside, and so she 
restated, "I need to get to know my Princess." Flaxen made her feel normal like Fairah, but she 
couldn't open herself to her friendship if that was what the lady was offering. Her heart would 
be safe if she didn't open it to another. She said, "Anyway, stories help me to forget about... 
Forget my own troubles." "Well, in that case... | remember a time when the Princess, ten at the 
time and | was twelve, happened upon a Forest Bee's nest in the midst of her garden. She was so 
mad they had built their comb in her favorite Jewel Apple tree she took a broom stick to their 
home." She laughed and then stated, "You can imagine the bees were not too happy. Good thing 
there was a pond nearby. Virago was so embarrassed, she did not want the Queen to find out. 
Her mother was very important to her..." "Was?" Pluck interrupted. Flaxen frowned as her face 
softened as she told her, "Sadly, she died when Virago was seventeen and that was eight seasons 
ago." Pluck looked up at the first evening star as she said, "| never knew my mother or my father. 
| do think you miss more of something you had then lost than something you never possessed." 
She realized, "The Princess must be the same age as me." She noticed the lady pulled out 
bandages, and she told her, "Please, | don't need those. | heal fast, and | think it would be better 
to let my wounds breathe. See..." She held up her fingers as she spoke, "They have stopped 
bleeding." "Very well then," Flaxen told her as she repacked the bandages. "Where was I? Oh yes, 
Virago was soaked and covered with swollen stings. | could have laughed if she wasn't crying and 
pleading for help so | did. First |..." Brio shifted, wary of the Beast and his hand never left his 
hilt. Pluck stared at the fire, listening to Flaxen's tales. Again the lady reminded her of Fairah. The 
tales made her feel a little better, but she longed to return to Fletching, to the Temple and 


Fairah's company, and to the safety and familiarity of her forest home. Several nals went by when 
Flaxen yawned, and then she said, "Oh, excuse me." "Maybe you and your guard should return 
to camp," Pluck spoke as she looked to Auror the Greater and Array the Lesser as they rose high. 
The pale blue moons called to her even in this alien land. "Sleep before night escapes." The lady 
stood and said, "Good idea. What about you?" She gazed at the spheres and answered, "I'll sleep 
out here." Flaxen uttered, "Sleep out here?" Pluck tried to settle her concerns by saying, "I'm 
accustomed to the jungle. I'll be fine sleeping out here and in the morning, I'll return." The lady 
wasn't assured and questioned, "What about the strange creatures that live here? Are you 
not afraid of them?" Pluck laughed, repeating, "I'll be fine. I'll sleep in the tree." Flaxen looked up 
the Mammoth Banyan, saw only darkness at the top, and said, "I think you should return with us, 
but if you feel you must stay, | shall see you in the morning." She headed for their horses 
and yawned again then grinned as she said, "Or maybe closer to high sun." Alone with the 
flickering and lapping of the fire and the sounds of nocturnal creatures, Pluck felt lonely. Would 
she be destined to sleep in the jungle forever? She climbed a vine and stretched out on a 
limb. Auror and Array were huge; they were larger than she had ever seen them in Fletching. 
They didn't energize her as they usually did; they made her feel sad and alone. They had each 
other. Who did she have? She sighed, closing her eyes and soon slept. 


x * * 


Before Flaxen spoke with Pluck, the Beast's screams echoed from the jungle, filling the camp with 
anxiety, and its wails affected everyone. The cries awoke those sleeping and agitated those on 
guard. Many wished someone would go out and end its misery. Since discovering the truth of the 
Kiss, Virago laid restless in bed as Pluck's discovery of them replayed in her mind. She heard the 
Beast's horrible cries from the distance and sat up gripping the bed with her fingers. When she 
decided to claim the Prince as her own, she didn't think ahead and never considered the Beast 
might hurt them for condemning her, but now that was the Princess' greatest worry. Virago 
feared the Beast and dreaded her retribution. Her hands shook, holding the sheets close to her 
body as Edward laid beside her, but he provided little comfort against her imagination. Virago 
wanted to call to her guards, but what could they do? There was no action that they could take 
before the Beast attacked. Edward tossed in the grip of a nightmare, kicking his blankets off. 
Sweat covered his body, and his face tightened with horror as he yelled, "No! Do not hurt me! I 
tried to honor my word. Please... Forgive me. No... Do not!" He jerked, fighting the air with his 
hands, and in his nightmare, he saw Pluck in the midst of a great battle and carnage surrounded 
her. He'd never seen her fight so savagely. Men fell each time she swung her sword as Pluck 
headed for him. Her green eyes were wild with rage as she neared him, reaching for him. "NO!" 
he screamed as he sat up, looking around the bedroom disoriented. "Where is she?" Virago put 
her arms around him and told him, "The Necrom is not here. You were dreaming." She put her 
hands around his face, searching his panicked blue eyes and told him, "All is fine, my love. Can 
you hear the Beast's cries from the jungle? She has not come for us yet." "Pluck is not here?" he 
questioned and then stated, "She must hate me." "Us... We did this to her." "I wish Ardor and the 
High Guards had never left. | need their counsel. | fear what Pluck shall do to us," he said and 
then continued, "I must know what action to take. Han would know." Edward didn't admit it, but 
she knew he missed the High Guard Commander like a father and said, "Ask Avarice and Lord 
Caliber, they can give you counsel." Edward didn't want to trust the Morgogs, but his wife was 


one. If they were to be a strong Emperor and Empress, he must trust her advisors. He also wanted 
the matter of Pluck solved as soon as possible, so he told her, "Send for them." 


x k * 


Avarice and Lord Caliber sat around a fire in their tent. "How long shall that blasted Necrom 
howl?" the commander asked. "More importantly why is it howling?" Lord Caliber 
questioned. "The death of the Fletching Commander," Avarice answered. "I do not think so," Lord 
Caliber replied as he removed a small sack hidden in his gray-black fur trimmed red robe, opened 
the leather pouch, and sprinkled silvery dust on the fire. An image of Pluck near the Mammoth 
Banyan appeared, and then he said, "Look, the Beast attacks the tree with hatred, not 
grief." Avarice scratched his black side burn with interest as he said, "Something has 
happened." "This means we can initiate our plans before the others arrive," Lord Caliber spoke 
as he whirled the wine around in his goblet. "Have they been spotted?" "Not yet. They may not 
have made it through the water spouts or even ventured into the Mist." "They ventured in. | 
predicted we would sail Coblet's Route so they knew to follow. They sailed only a few nals behind 
us. |I wonder..." he paused as he stroked his long thin goatee and then he said, "If this is the fabled 
Wellspring the place of magic, could time be affected? Maybe it flows slower here so it could 
mean sun's cycles before the others arrive." Avarice stated, "I do not understand what you are 
saying, but if the others do not arrive for a while, weneed to act without 
them." "Perhaps..." "What of Swelldom and Hort?" Avarice questioned. "Even if time is different 
here, shall not those two Kingdoms make it to Kismet before us?" "Our friends shall be taking 
care of them," Lord Caliber answered and then sipped his wine. "Spies have been planted to take 
out their ships even at the cost of their lives and since there is no time limit on the Amalgamation, 
it shall not matter when we leave Wellspring." "That is if we get off this forsaken island. Phraggs!" 
Avarice cursed. "What if real Necroms live here?" "We shall deal with them if and when we come 
across them and for the most part, they are myths." "Commander, the Princess and Prince 
request your audience," a Footsoldier shouted from outside their tent. Lord Caliber waved his 
hand over the fire, and the image of Pluck vanished. "Enter," Avarice commanded. "What has 
happened?" The Footsoldier relayed what he was told. "Tell the Princess we are on our way," 
Avarice commanded him, then dismissed his man, and waited till he heard the Footsoldier 
walking in the distance. "It would seem the Necrom did not receive the Kiss. The Prince has given 
it to Virago." "As | hoped. The Princess can be the jealous type," Lord Caliber said as he sprinkled 
more silvery dust on the fire and watched Pluck continue her assault on the Banyan. "We can 
now work on destroying the loyalty between the Prince and the Beast and most importantly, the 
connection the Necrom has with the Mystic Rose." "How do we undo the Rose's magic?" Avarice 
inquired. "Simple, we destroy what makes the Necrom strong. It has already begun," he said. 
"Han is dead, her tie to humanity. She lost the Kiss and is forever cursed." The fire lit up his pale 
thin face as Lord Caliber spoke, "Now we only have to destroy her faith in the Prince, but even 
that is coming undone." Lord Caliber waved away the image and lifted his goblet as he said, "To 
restoring Morgog to its rightful power." Avarice lifted his wine and toasted, "To the return of the 
old ways." 


Chapter Three 
Another Betrayal 


Before the sun broke over the horizon, Pluck arose, yawned, and stretched out on the large 
Banyan limb. Her fingers were nearly healed. She climbed down from her tree bed, threw dirt on 
what remained of the fire, and headed for camp. Animals greeting the day filled the jungle with 
chirping songs and vibrant squawks. "I want to return to my duties, put the madness in the past, 
and forget about things that can't be changed," she told herself and then repeated this phrase in 
her mind, trekking through the bush. Pluck must banish the bitterness within her or it would eat 
at her soul. Half a nal went by before she started up the hill to the clearing as the sun rose behind 
her and cast her shadow on the path. At the top, several Morgogs soldiers blocked her 
entrance. "Look the Necrom returns," one of them said. Vim put a handout, ordering, 
"Halt!" Pluck complied and questioned them, "What is the meaning of this?" "We have been 
ordered to hold you here," Vim answered her. He wasn't sure why Avarice wanted the Necrom 
stopped from entering the camp. All of them heard her terrifying cries in the night. What 
happened to force this action? Should not Ardor the Fletching Commander deal with his own 
guard? "By who?" Pluck demanded. "Who dares hold a High Guard from her duty?" "Me," Avarice 
replied as he rode up on his horse and halted the steed as it pulled at the bit. She snarled and 
then asked him, "Why have you prevented me entrance?" Avarice smirked before he told her, 
"We are placing you under arrest." "What? I think not!" Pluck shouted as her fiery-crimson mane 
stood on end. She growled, unsheathed her claws, and roared, "What gives you the right?" Vim 
and the Morgog soldiers stepped back, drawing their Flamberge swords when the Necrom 
went feral. "Not what, Necrom..." Avarice mocked and then told her, "Whom." He motioned 
behind them. Pluck looked and there the Prince and Princess stood with their guards, watching 
the drama. "Edward?" she uttered, shocked by his betrayal and then she retracted her 
claws. "Bind the Necrom," Avarice ordered. Vim took the Beast's hands, shackling them in front 
of her. Pluck never took her eyes off the Prince as she questioned, "Why are you doing this?" She 
felt numb like this betrayal wasn't happening, no, none of it was happening. "What have | 
done?" Edward didn't reply. "Take the Necrom to the Post," Avarice commanded as he pointed 
to a wooden pillar in the midst of the Morgog tents. Vim dragged the Beast to the Post. Pluck 
resisted him as she questioned again, "Why, Edward? What have | done to deserve 
imprisonment?" He turned, walking toward his tent with Virago at his side. "By Fletching, answer 
me!" she screamed. "You owe me this at least!" Edward paused, turned to her, feeling horrible 
and sickened by his actions, and then he told her, "You are a beast and one feared by all." His 
face hardened, hiding his emotions as he spoke, "I consider you a danger to me and my wife. You 
must be restrained." He looked into her hurt emerald eyes as his own gut wrenched, and then he 
commanded, "Take the Beast away." Crushed by the Prince's words, Pluck went with Vim without 
resisting as he led her to the Post and once they arrived, the Morgog secured her hands above 
her head by hooking the shackles on a bent spike. She stared at the dirt traumatized, knowing 
things would never be the same. How could Edward do this to her? Melee walked from Han's 
tent to relieve Sinew and noticed Vim dragged Pluck to the Post. He rushed to the Prince as he 
walked up to his tent, and Melee exclaimed, "My lord, they have Pluck!" He made a fist and then 


said, "Say the word, and I shall tear through the Morgog dogs to save her." "No," Edward ordered 
him and headed up the hill. Melee rushed ahead and blocked the Prince as he reasserted, "My 
lord, the Morgogs have Pluck." He put his hand to his rapier and declared, "We must go to her 
aid." "No," Edward told him and then he explained to the High Guard, "I ordered her placement 
there." "You?" Melee uttered as he pointed at his Prince, and then he inquired, "Why? What has 
she done?" Edward continued to his tent. Melee went after him and asked of him, "What is her 
crime?" When the Prince didn't answer, he persisted, "High Guard matters should be dealt with 
by High Guards." Sinew grabbed Melee's shoulder and told him, "Enough, can't you tell this is 
tearing at him. The Prince has made his decision now tend to your post." "It must not be tearing 
at him enough," Melee exclaimed as he pushed the tracker's hand away. "You deal with my post. 
| go to make sure Pluck is treated fairly till Ardor and the others return." He stormed down the 
hill then went and stood by Han's tent where he watched Pluck. Edward thought about what his 
High Guard had told him. Was it true? Was it not tearing at him enough? Perhaps he should have 
talked with Pluck instead of giving in to fear and maybe... No. He couldn't doubt his decision. The 
Beast was in Avarice's hands, and he would keep them safe till Ardor returned. He reached his 
tent and glanced back. Once Ardor and the High Guards returned, he would seek their 
counsel and then know what to do with Pluck but till then he would put the matter from his 
mind. Vim guarded the Beast as many Morgogs stood around curious about their commander's 
plan. "Vim," Avarice called as he approached with Lord Caliber. "The Necrom is to receive no food 
or water and no one is to treat its wounds." "Wounds, commander?" "You are to flog the 
Necrom," Avarice ordered as he handed his Second a whip with three tails. Vim took the weapon, 
wondering what the Beast had done. Pluck looked to the Morgogs. She thought imprisonment 
would be the end, but she never considered they would beat her. She panicked and her heart 
raced. Surely Edward didn't command this. "How many?" Vim asked. "How many?" Avarice 
repeated. Vim's brow wrinkled with confusion as he repeated his question, "How many 
lashes?" "You shall stop when | tell you to, not a lash before." Vim stepped away from the Beast, 
drew the whip back, and stared at her as she looked to him. He saw that terror consumed her 
beastly face. "Begin!" Lord Caliber demanded, impatient to set their plans into action. Vim never 
outright questioned his commander, but this time he felt he must, so he asked, "Why beat the 
Beast?" Avarice was outraged as he answered, "Because | ordered it. Must | have another replace 
you?" Vim adjusted the whip in his hand as he knew this was wrong, and he answered, 
"Yes." "Beware, my Second," the commander warned. "There shall not be another incident like 
this." He pointed to a Footsoldier and commanded him, "Take the whip from him." The Morgog 
complied, taking the weapon with three tails and readied himself as Vim stepped aside. The rising 
sun glossed their black armor as the one Footsoldier removed his breast plate and gripped 
the whip. Pluck faced the Post and grabbed the chains of the shackles. Fear mixed with anger as 
she ready herself to be beaten, not that there was any way to prepare for a flogging. She tensed, 
closing her eyes as a breeze swept through the camp and for a moment all was quiet, and the 
calm seemed an eternity. The Morgog snapped the first lash across her back, and the leather 
cracked, slicing her flesh. Pluck arched and gasped for the lacerating pain as the three leather 
strips cut through her High Guard shirt and into her fur. Blood stained the white material as she 
held in her shrieks. The Morgog drew his arm and before she had time to relax, the second lash 
tore across her. She gripped the chains, wincing in agony. Again and again, the whip tore into her 
back, and many times she grunted for the pain, praying this time would be the last, but the end 


never came. Appalled by the flogging, Melee drew his rapier and rushed to her aid as he yelled, 
"No more!" He grabbed the whip from the Footsoldier and pointed his sword at the Morgog 
Commander as he demanded, "Stop this!" Avarice laughed, and then he snarled at the 
presumptuous High Guard who didn't know his place infront of the soon to be Grand 
Commander. Weary from the scourging, Pluck whimpered as she saw a glimmer of hope. Her 
friend would save her. The ringing of small bells like those a jester wore on his shoes distracted 
her. She turned, seeing a shimmer of green like a ball of light buzzing about her head. Pluck 
ignored it and turned her attention to the Morgog Commander and Melee. Avarice drew his 
Flamberge as did his men as he said, "You realize you are the only one in our way. Who shall save 
you?" Melee threw down the whip, took a deep breath, and lifted the Mountain Ram's horn he 
wore around his neck, blowing with all his might. The Horn blared its alarm and when he finished 
he smiled as he declared, "Soon there shall be more of us." Thhht... The High Guard's eyes 
widened, and he collapsed as Lord Caliber stood behind him, holding a small blow gun. "Crell! 
May he burn in the Fires of Morgog," Avarice shouted as he lifted his sword to deliver a 
final blow. "No," Lord Caliber commanded. "He does not need to die. Let him live. He could prove 
useful in our plans." Avarice sheathed his Flamberge as he questioned, "What of your 
dart?" "Unlike the one | used on the thug Matt, it was not poisonous," Lord Caliber 
answered. Avarice motioned to two of his Footsoldiers and ordered them, "Place him in Han's 
tent." He pulled Lord Calibger away from the men and whispered, "Is there still time?" "Yes, 
Ardor and the High Guards shall not return for half a sun's cycle. There is still plenty of time 
to crush the Necrom's faith in the Prince and destroy the Mystic Rose," Lord Caliber answered as 
he grabbed the commander's shoulder. "I leave the Beast in your hands. Remember you cannot 
kill her till you destroy the Rose and if you kill her before then, the Rose shall find another to 
wield its power." "I understand," Avarice told him and then nodded to the Footsoldier as he 
ordered, "Proceed." The Morgog rubbed his arm, retrieved the whip from the ground, and 
continued the flogging. The leather tore into the Beast's furry flesh, but she refused to cry 
out. Blood splattered Vim's cheek, and then he wiped the red liquid with his glove and studied it. 
Her blood was red like theirs. At so many levels this was wrong, and he wanted no part of the 
madness, so he went to his tent. Sweat dripped down Pluck's forehead and mingled with her 
blood that speckled her furry face. She clenched her teeth as saliva dripped from her mouth. The 
sun blistered on her, but its intense heat was nothing compared to the burn of leather. Deeper 
and deeper the slashes cut. The pain became too much, and she collapsed, hanging by her arms 
and gasping for air as the beating continued. The sky clouded as her mind took her to another 
place and time; it took her to the Temple and its protector. 


Fairah told her of the existence of the Creator and the Despiser. Pluck remembered questioning 
her, "Not everyone believes this?" "No, like the Necroms the Creator has fallen into Myth. Many 
do not believe." "I believe," Pluck stated as she turned on her side, and then she repeated, "I 
believe." Fairah lifted and she slowly vanished as she said, "Good... Never forget. He shall protect 


ye. " 
The present... 


In desperation, Pluck whispered, "Help me." She noticed the glimmering green creature still 
flew about her. Pluck turned her gaze from it and sparkles appeared before her eyes and at first, 


she thought magic was at work till the ground whirled around her and she fainted. "Commander, 
| cannot go on," the Footsoldier admitted, placing the whip in his other hand. "My strength has 
left my arm." "Give it here. You have done enough," Avarice told him, then pointed to another, 
and ordered, "Bring me a bucket of water. There's no time for the Necrom to sleep." He dumped 
the cold water over the Beast's head, and she gasped for the shock. Avarice grabbed her fiery- 
crimson mane and jerked her head back as he told her, "We are not done, Necrom." She coughed 
and her voice cracked because of her dry mouth as she questioned, "Why don't you kill me and 
finish this?" "In a rush to die, Beast?" Avarice asked as he leaned in close and his breath smelled 
foul. "Why do you wish such a fate for yourself? Did your Prince betray you?" He laughed and 
said, "Yes, | see it in your face." He jerked her head back even more and told her, "He did you 
know. He hates you and despises you. Who do you think ordered your flogging?" She looked 
away as her body quivered, dangling from the chains. Pluck felt as though she would faint again 
as she mustered up the strength to say, "Edward wouldn't." "He did. The Prince ordered me to 
beat the Beast," Avarice told her as he tightened his hold on her mane. "He said you are an 
abomination and should be destroyed. The thought of kissing you sickened him." Avarice 
released her, walked around the Post, knelt to face her, and said, "The Prince lied to you when 
he said he would do so. Edward told me this himself." The Morgog Commander said with great 
enjoyment, "He wants you to feel pain for what you dared require of him and soon he shall come 
to have his hand in your torture." With what strength she had left, Pluck snarled as she yelled, 
"You lie!" "Do 1?" he questioned as he stood, stepping back. "If | lied, then why did he hand you 
over to a Morgog? | shall tell you. It is because he feared Ardor wouldn't carry out his 
orders." Pluck shook her head, insisting, "I don't believe you." "You do," Avarice told her, and 
then he chuckled. "You are lying to yourself." He noticed her tail wrapped around her arm, came 
up with a new idea, and said, "Maybe if we made you look more like a woman, the Prince would 
not detest you." He smirked as he grabbed her tail, pulled it away from her, and drew his sword, 
and then he told her, "I know of one way I can help." Her eyes widened as she summoned the 
strength to stand, and she screamed, "No! Don't!" Avarice twirled the top part of the tail around 
his right wrist, lifted his sword arm, sliced the blade through her tail, and cut through bone. Pluck 
roared, roared like she never had before as the attack traumatized her whole body. Her knees 
buckled, and she hung with her full weight pulling at her wrists. Pluck shook near tears, but she 
didn't have the strength to cry. The glimmering green creature gasped and flew off into the 
jungle. Avarice lifted the long tail, showing his men the trophy, and they all cheered. 


Chapter Four 
The Escape 


Earlier, Edward entered his tent, sat in a nearby chair, and stared at the floor. Sinew waited 
outside, and Virago moved to the Prince's side. "Leave me," Edward ordered her. "I wish to be 
alone." Virago started to say something but decided against it and went to their bed, lying on it. 
The emotional drama took a lot out of her, and she stared at the ceiling, noticing a blue hue. 
Virago sat up, looked at the Mystic Rose, and saw the azure petals as the Rose shivered. The 
Princess wasn't sure she saw it quiver, so she moved to the glass case. The Rose opened wider, a 
droplet formed within it, the liquid ran down a petal, and fell to the base. Virago removed the 
glass dome, swiped her finger across the liquid, examined it, and it was blood. She turned and 
yelled, "Edward, come quickly!" He rushed in and asked, "What is it?" She showed him her 
finger. He grabbed her hand and questioned her, "Did you hurt yourself?" "No," Virago replied 
and then motioned to the flower. "The Rose is bleeding." Another drop formed on the Rose, ran 
down a petal, and splashed on the base. "What does it mean?" Virago asked. "I am not sure. 
Maybe the Rose sees me unfit to own it," he stated as he took the glass dome from her, setting 
it over the flower. The Mountain Ram's horn blared across camp, and the Prince and Princess 
rushed to the entrance of their tent. Her guard and Sinew stood ready for action as the tracker 
moved from the tent, looking into the Morgog camp. "What has happened?" Edward 
asked. Sinew put his hand over his eyes, looked to where the commotion was, and then replied, 
"Melee summoned the High Guards. Ardor and the others should be here by early 
evening." "Why did the horn sound?" Edward demanded. "I do not know. I believe they are taking 
Melee's body to Han's tent." "You..." Edward pointed to the Princess' guard and ordered him, 
"Find out what is happening." The Morgog looked to Virago, and she nodded, so the Footsoldier 
rushed down the hill. Much time passed before the Morgog returned and walked up the 
hill. "What is happening?" Edward questioned. The Morgog didn't answer him. "Is my High Guard 
dead?" Edward demanded. "The man is not dead," the Morgog finally answered. "He was 
knocked out for challenging Avarice." "He challenged the commander on what?" Before the 
Footsoldier could answer, Pluck roared like the death cry of a Woolly Tiger. The Post area had 
been silent so her roar of pain frightened them. Edward's eyes widened as he uttered, "Did Melee 
challenge Avarice on Pluck's behalf?" He glared at the Morgog as he asked, "What are they doing 
to her? She was to come to no harm." The Footsoldier feared answering. "Come..." the Prince 
ordered his High Guard when the Morgog refused to answer. "We must go to her." "Wait, my 
lord," Sinew stated as he put out his hand, stopping the Prince. "Perhaps we should not. If the 
Morgog commander disobeyed your orders and hurt the Beast, what else might he be capable 
of?" Sinew glanced down the hill as he stated, "Your safety is my first responsibility. | am only 
one man and if Avarice should challenge you, | cannot stop his men. Wait till Ardor 
returns." "How can | wait?" Edward exclaimed as he couldn't fathom the idea. "What of 
Pluck?" "What is Avarice up to?" Virago wondered aloud. "I shall see about the Beast. The 
commander would not dare challenge me." "I do not feel right sending you down," Edward said 
as he grabbed her hand. "What is happening?" Lady Flaxen asked as she walked up from the 
Princess' tent as Brio followed behind. "I shall send my lady then," Virago said as she squeezed 


the Prince's hand. Flaxen yawned, covering her mouth and then questioned, "Send me 
where?" "To see about the Beast?" Virago answered. Flaxen smiled as she said, "Pluck has 
returned. Where is she?" She looked around but didn't see Pluck. Virago turned from her 
ashamed to answer. "The Post," Edward answered as he pointed to the Morgog camp. "She is at 
the Post." Flaxen stared at the Princess and Prince horrified that they would allow something so 
horrendous to happen. She continued to stare at them, not knowing what to say or how to act, 
then her emotions took over, and she yelled at them, "You sent her to the Post! What kind of 
monsters are you?" She rushed down the hill to the Morgog camp, and Brio followed. "Flaxen," 
Virago called after her friend, wanting desperately to explain everything. "Wait... We..." Edward 
placed his hands on the Princess’ shoulders and told her, "Let her go. She is right; we let our fear 
rule us and because of that, we are monsters." Flaxen stopped a great distance from the Post as 
the commander blocked her view of Pluck. She saw the Beast hands shackled and restrained to 
the wooden pillar. She saw Avarice lift his fists and shout victoriously, and some of his men 
cheered with him while others had gloomy faces. The commander held what looked like a beige 
rope above his head. Flaxen looked closer and saw that the rope had a furry black tip. Avarice 
tied the trophy around his waist as the sky darkened. A few drops fell as a mighty wind 
swept through the trees surrounding the clearing, and then the rain poured. Day turned to night 
as many in the camp rushed to find shelter. "Blasted rain!" Avarice shouted as he pointed to the 
Footsoldier who wore no breast plate and ordered him, "Go retrieve Vim and have him watch 
the Beast through this storm. It shall be his penitence for defying me." He raised his voice over 
the rumbling thunder and ordered, "The rest of you find cover." The commander turned, 
addressing the Beast, "Once this passes, we shall continue." He gripped her cat ear in his fist and 
told her, "There are other things we can improve to make you look more like a woman." Avarice 
released her and headed for his tent. Pluck moaned as the shower cooled her sun roasted 
back, but the cooling waters did little to ease her suffering. Dark dirt became mud as her mane 
dripped, and the wind blew her mane against her face. Flaxen rushed to the Post once the 
commander left and froze, appalled. Pluck dangled by her bruised and cut wrists, bloody lashes 
innumerous to count covered her, and blood stained her brown leather pants. At first, Flaxen 
didn't realize why so much blood covered her pants but then... Flaxen put her hands to her 
face, shrieking, "Your tail! They cut off your tail!" The rain soaked through Pluck's shirt, ran down 
her back, and turned the mud red as she stared at the ground too sore to move. "What have | 
done?" she questioned in a whimper. "What?" Flaxen uttered as she wiped her own eyes and 
walked closer as her dress trailed in the muck. A tear trickled down Pluck's face as she 
questioned, "What did | do to deserve—" It hurt to breathe as she spoke, "—this?" "I..." Flaxen 
started as she shook her head. "I..." Her emotions overwhelmed her, she flung her arms around 
the Beast's neck and cried on her as she uttered, "I'm so sorry." "Please..." Pluck started as she 
winced from the extra weight pulling at her wrists. The pain was too much, and she told her, 
"You're hurting me." Brio lifted the lady from the Necrom and told Flaxen, "We must leave. 
Avarice would not want you here." Vim approached as he spoke, "Your guard is correct, 
lady." Flaxen freed herself from Brio and yelled, "You!" She pointed an angry finger and rushed 
to the Second, beating her fists against his armored chest. "Why did you do this? What did she 
do?" Vim turned his head ashamed of his small part in the incident and told her, "It is out of my 
hands." He allowed the lady to vent her frustration till she had no more strength. The storm 
howled and kicked up a great gust as Melee walked out of Han's tent, holding his head and in his 


other hand, he held the Lux. He looked around, hoping to see the High Guards, but Ardor and the 
others were not there. At first, he thought it was night till he realized a storm engulfed the camp. 
"Pluck..." Melee uttered as he drew his rapier and headed for the Post. There two Morgogs and 
the lady stood before Pluck. "Stand aside," Melee shouted. "I am here to free Pluck. | shall cut 
down anyone who stands in my way." Vim gently pushed the lady aside, drawing his Flamberge 
and insisted, "I cannot allow that!" Brio grabbed Flaxen, moving her away from the men. Melee 
threw the Lux to the mud, yelled, charged the Second, and brought his own sword down on 
the Morgog's head. Vim blocked with his weapon and kicked the High Guard's stomach. Melee 
stumbled back, holding his gut. Vim pointed his blade at him and told him, "Go back to your 
camp. | do not want to kill you, Fletching." "No!" Melee shouted. "I shall free Pluck." He charged 
and jumped the Morgog, knocking both of them to the ground. They wrestled, trying to free their 
weapon from the other, and they separated, getting to their feet. "End this," Vim demanded. 
"What shall you do once you free the Beast? Her fate is sealed. You cannot save her." "No!" 
Melee shouted ready to charge again, but then he stopped with a puzzled look on his face. Vim 
heard someone behind him and turned as the lady swung a log, hitting him in the head, and 
the Second collapsed. "Help me!" Flaxen shouted to the High Guard as she put her arms under 
the Beast and raised her. "I cannot free Pluck by myself." She ordered Brio, "Quickly, bring three 
horses!" Brio paused, shocked by the violent act the lady committed, and then he rushed off, 
splashing across the mud. Melee grabbed a stool to unhook the chains from the spike, and the 
Beast's full weight fell on Flaxen. He hopped down from the stool and scooped Pluck into his arms 
as he said, "Help me get her to Han's tent." "No, High Guard," Flaxen told him as she insisted, "It 
is not safe here. Avarice would find her." Melee didn't want to run, and he said, "Ardor and the 
others shall protect her." "How long till they get here?" Flaxen questioned as she motioned to 
the sky. "The storm is nearing its end. Avarice shall be out to inspect his prisoner. We must take 
Pluck out of the camp till the High Guards return." Brio returned with three horses as Melee 
looked to Pluck, knowing the lady was right. He helped her onto one of the horses while Flaxen 
and Brio mounted. Melee quickly retrieved the Lux from the ground and mounted behind the 
Northern High Guard, cradling her in his arms. "Pluck, can you hear me? Here is your sword," 
Melee told her as he placed the weapon against her chest. She didn't answer him, but she did 
grip the Lux so no one would take it from her. "Where to?" Brio asked. A Morgog Footsoldier 
stepped from his tent, seeing Vim on the ground and Pluck on horseback, and then he shouted, 
"The Beast is escaping!" "Into the jungle!" Melee shouted as he held on to Pluck and then 
galloped away as Flaxen and Brio followed. The group heard the Morgog drums sound the alarm 
as they escaped the camp. The group started into the jungle, and the vegetation slowed their 
pace as they traveled an animal trail, heading east. Brio glanced back as they entered and said, 
"Some are pursuing." Flaxen pulled her reins, stopping her mare as she spoke, "Then we shall 
slow them so the High Guard can escape with Pluck." Brio turned his steed, moving to his lady's 
side and told her, "I shall not spill Morgog blood to save a Fletching." Nor would | ask you to," 
Flaxen stated as she gripped the saddle's horn, not knowing what to expect. "Block the path, the 
riders approach." Nine Sentinel Cavalry rode down the trail. "Move aside," one of them 
demanded. "Why should I?" Flaxen questioned. The Sentinels halted their horses, and one said, 
"You are allowing the Necrom to escape." The lady shrugged. Avarice rode up and commanded, 
"Move them aside." He glared at Brio, motioned to two of his men, and ordered them, "Take 
them to the camp and hold them." He kicked his steed, and it galloped down the path as he 


commanded, "The rest of you follow me." Melee pressed his horse, continuing through the 
jungle. He heard the rumble of hooves in the distance and feared they would be upon them soon. 
The landscape changed to marsh as creatures similar to the Flame Flies flew up from the tall 
grass. They were larger than the illuminated bugs of his homeland and were about the size of his 
fist and glimmered green. Three of the creatures buzzed about the horse's head, spooking the 
steed and the horse reared. Pluck who still gripped the Lux grabbed the steed's mane with her 
free hand. Melee held on to the reins with one hand but lost his grip. He released Pluck, fell off, 
hit the ground, and the horse bolted. Pluck still held on as the glow bugs chased the steed, and 
Melee went after her, sloshing through the high grass. "Here! | have spotted the Fletching," a 
Sentinel shouted. The rest of the cavalry and Avarice surrounded the High Guard with their 
horses. The Morgog Commander scowled as he inquired, "Where is the Beast?" Melee crossed 
his arms, refusing to answer. Avarice circled him, noting his mud stained pants and red cape and 
questioned him, "Fell off?" He motioned to five of his men and ordered them, "The Necrom is 
still on horseback. Search for the Beast." The commander neared the High Guard, kicked him in 
the face, and Melee fell backwards from the blow. He wiped his bloody nose and then returned 
to his feet, drawing his weapon. Avarice spat, "No matter what Lord Caliber says, | shall kill you if 
you do not sheath that sword." The High Guard remained at the ready. Avarice drew his 
Flamberge and so did his men as he said, "Prince Edward would be left with one guard." "You 
would not dare challenge the Prince. Ardor and the others shall be here soon," Melee stated as 
he gripped his hilt. "Would you incite a war?" "You are right, but | shall have my men kill the Beast 
on sight if you do not surrender," Avarice told him. Melee lowered his weapon and asked, "Why 
should | believe you?" "I swear this before my men. They are witnesses that the Beast shall be 
returned to camp unharmed." Melee snarled, sheathing his blade. The two Sentinels replaced 
their swords, dismounted, and shackled him. One tied a rope around his manacles, mounted, and 
led the High Guard to camp. Avarice looked in the direction the five Cavalry rode off in. Lord 
Caliber would have his hide if the Necrom escaped before they broke its connection with the 
Mystic Rose. He turned his steed, heading back to camp as he muttered, "Once we return the 
Beast to the camp, | have fulfilled my pledge and am no longer bound to keep her safe. | might 
have that Fletching dog, Melee watch as | finish killing her." 


Chapter Five 
Black Is The Rose 


The sun's cycle before... 


Ardor and the High Guards neared the beach, carrying their beloved leader. The journey took half 
a sun's cycle to reach the sandy clearing where they would build the altar fire to send Han's body 
off. Four High Guards watched over his body as the others gathered wood. Before dusk, they 
completed the altar and laid Han with his Accolade Sword atop as the sun set on the ocean, 
casting a fiery glow. Gray Gulls cried above them, flying in the darkening sky. Ardor neared the 
altar with a torch, then turned, and addressed the entourage, "My fellow High Guards and 
citizens of Fletching, we stand here this nal to pay homage to Han our great leader who fell 
in battle." He heard the tide roll in the distance as he continued, "Han taught me what it means 
to be an honorable man and to be just. Now as our final act for him, we send Han to his eternal 
reward." Ardor put the torch to the oil doused wood, the flames spread through the altar, and 
he stepped back as the fire brightened. Everyone was silent, watching the glow consume what 
remained of their commander. Fracas leaned on his long bow, Parry wiped his eyes, and Ardor 
stared at the flames. Dusk came and turned to night as the moons rose, reflecting off the ocean 
brightening the dark. The fire died down and one by one the men left, gathering by small fires on 
the beach to share stories of Han as Ardor remained fixated on the embers. Fracas put his hand 
on his shoulder as he spoke, "Han is gone. Now you must lead us in this strange land. | cannot 
understand the weight you must bear, but we are here for you." The Archer started to leave 
and added, "At least you have Pluck as your Second. You are blessed to have her." "More like a 
curse..." Ardor said and then he questioned, "What was Han thinking? If we were in Fletching, 
King Stark would demand the Beast's head, and | would gladly take it." "Perhaps not. | heard she 
saved the Prince and that is why she has her ill-fated form," Fracas replied, and then he stated, 
"I think you are not mad at Pluck for being a beast or for her being a High Guard or even for her 
being your Second. | think you are mad that Han spent so much time with her. You act more like 
a brother jealous of his sister." "Hah! Me jealous of the Beast," Ardor spat, and then he declared, 
"You don't know what you say." "Do I?" Fracas asked, and then he left, leaving the commander 
alone. Ardor wondered why he should consider the Beast anything but an animal. Han should 
never have done this to him. 


x * * 


The High Guards and sailors were busy about breakfast when Ardor woke. Parry approached, 
carrying a small container as the Archer joined them. "Is that..?" Fracas started as he pointed to 
the urn. "Yes, | gathered the ashes," Parry answered. "When we return to Fletching, I shall set 
them in the Place of Honor." In the distance, they heard the blare of the Mountain Ram's 
horn. "What are your orders, commander?" Parry asked. Ardor faced them, his heart racing as 
he uttered, "The Prince!" He then said, "Melee summoned us.Edward must be in 
danger." "Commander!" Fracas spoke up, and then he repeated Parry's question, "Your 
orders?" "Have everyone who has a horse return with great haste and have those on foot go as 


fast as they can. The sailors can remain to pack up what we brought," Ardor said as he rushed to 
his horse. "Back to camp!" Twenty-three High Guards rode into camp as the sun descended, 
taking with it the storm. Ardor looked around, headed his horse for Edward's tent, and once he 
arrived, nodded to Sinew and a Morgog who stood without. The Fletching commander 
dismounted, nearing the entrance. "My lord," Ardor called out. "Here," Edward answered. The 
commander glanced at Sinew again, and the tracker turned away from his inquiring gaze. 
Fracas and Parry followed Ardor into the tent and there Lady Flaxen sat with Brio and Melee. 
Dried mud covered the High Guard as he stared at the floor. Melee didn't acknowledge the 
commander, and the lady was crying. Ardor rushed into the second section and found both 
Edward and Virago sitting on the bed, staring at the Mystic Rose. "My lord, I..." Ardor started. The 
Prince lifted his hand, interrupting him as Edward told him, "You are too late." "I do not 
understand," Ardor said and Edward motioned to the Rose. Ardor turned and looked, seeing the 
Rose's petals were withered and black. No longer did sparkles surround it, and it had no 
glow. "She is dead," Edward said with no emotion. "I killed her." "Who?" Ardor asked as he knew 
someone was missing. "Pluck? How? What happened?" "1..." "We," Virago interrupted the 
Prince, taking his hand. Her sharing in his suffering was his only comfort. Edward nodded as he 
patted her hand that held his as he told the commander, "As you know, | promised Pluck the Kiss 
if she saved the Princess. | broke my oath and gave it to Virago." He paused and then continued, 
"You see it was the only thing that would cure Pluck. She caught us in the act of love making and 
stormed off into the jungle enraged. | feared what she might do, so | ordered Avarice in your 
absence to arrest her. In his custody, he flogged her nearly to death." Edward turned to the 
commander and said, "I did not mean for this to happen. | let fear rule my heart." He motioned 
to the first section as he spoke, "Melee with the lady's help rescued Pluck and took her out of 
the camp and in the marsh, Melee's horse was spooked, throwing him and it rode off with Pluck. 
No one has seen her since." He looked to the flower and stated, "The Rose and Pluck are 
connected so if the Rose is dead, she is dead." Ardor's face reddened with rage, and he turned, 
said nothing, and charged down the hill to the Morgog commander's tent. He pushed aside the 
startled Morgog guards and barged in. Avarice stood along with Lord Caliber from their evening 
meal. "What is the meaning of..." Lord Caliber started to demand. Ardor pushed passed him, 
lifted the small table, and threw it on its side as food and wine spilled. Avarice reached for his 
sword, but Ardor grabbed the commander's hand and his breast plate forcing him against a tent 
pole and yelled, "I should slit your throat!" Several Footsoldiers rushed to the entrance, and Lord 
Caliber waved them away and distanced himself from the two commanders. Avarice raised his 
hands as if surrendering and asked him, "Would you kill me, Fletching? Would you start a 
war?" "For what you did to one of my High Guards..." "One of your High Guards?" Avarice 
interrupted as his face wrinkled with puzzlement. "Ah... Yes... the Necrom." Avarice studied the 
Fletching's face, and then he stated, "I did not realize." "Is that all you can say?" Ardor questioned 
as he released him, took two steps back, made a fist, and noticed Pluck's tail tied around the 
Morgog's waist. He glared at him, pointed at it, and ordered, "Remove that!" Avarice untied the 
tail, handed it to him, and Ardor took it, disgusted with the Morgog. "I understand now," Avarice 
said. "You understand what?" Ardor demanded. "Your rage," he replied as he eyed the Fletching, 
then he grabbed the whip with three tails from a crate, and stated, "It is because you were not 
here to hold the whip, to lift it above your head, and bring it across the Necrom's back." He faked 
sincerity as he spoke, "I apologize, if | had known..." "No," Ardor declared. Avarice laughed, and 


then he told him, "I think you don't know your own heart. Your actions have proved it. You wish 
you could have taken the Beast's tail yourself, seen its blood run, and watched it mingle with the 
mud." "No!" Ardor shouted, swiping his hand as if destroying the notion. "Perhaps Fletchings do 
not flog?" Avarice questioned as he tilted his head and then asked, "What manner of punishment 
would you have given?" "None!" "None? You lie! | see it in your eyes. You want to hurt it as badly 
as | do," Avarice spoke, and then he wickedly smiled as he added, "Or should | say as | did." He 
walked to the table and said, "All this anger you have towards me is because | denied you the 
chance." Avarice picked up the table and set it upright as he demanded, "Now take your prize 
and leave my tent." Ardor didn't know how to answer, all he could think was that the Morgog 
violated his responsibilities, and he said, "You disobeyed the Prince." "I did not disobey. | made 
sure the Beast was not a threat to him as he ordered. The means he left up to me," he stated as 
he looked down on the Fletching Commander. "Phraggs! You're like a child fighting for a broken 
toy. The deed is done. It cannot be undone. If we find the Necrom, you can have your turn at 
the Beast but until then, get the Crell out!" "By Fletching, I'm not like you," Ardor declared. "So 
you say," Avarice said as he sat. "What did you have planned for the Beast once you 
returned? Was the Necrom to be your Second or would you have destroyed it on 
sight?" "Commander Avarice," a Footsoldier shouted. "A horse approaches." Avarice rushed out 
followed by Lord Caliber and Ardor as a riderless horse entered their camp. A Foot- soldier 
grabbed its reins and examined the saddle, finding blood. The Footsoldier stated, "It's the 
Necrom's horse." Avarice glanced at the lord, and Caliber returned to their tent and the 
commander told Ardor, "It would seem neither of us shall have another chance at the Beast." 
Avarice ordered three Footsoldiers, "Escort the Fletching out of our camp." He entered his tent, 
finding Lord Caliber working his magic on the fire, and Avarice questioned him, "Do you see the 
Necrom?" "No," he replied as he held his hands over the flames, and the fire lit his face. "All that 
appears is darkness, so the Beast must be dead." "And the Mystic Rose?" Lord Caliber added 
more dust to the fire, and the image of the Rose appeared as he answered, "It is withering and 
shall die soon. Our task is complete and now there is no power that can stop us." 


Chapter Six 
The Mud People 


Deep within the Greater Wet Lands of Echo Marsh lived one of the tribes of Mud People. Few of 
Wellspring knew of their simple isolated existence and that they lived in huts made of mud and 
grass inside a fortified ring of vegetation. Many travelers disappeared who were unfortunate 
enough to lose their way in the dense marsh. Day'Poc the Mud People's chief along with his son 
Shay'Poc hunted Kup near the Enchanted Grasslands. Kup were small deer-like creatures with 
three horns running down their forehead instead of antlers. Day'Poc and his party blended into 
their environment for their bodies were so covered with mud, twigs, and other vegetation their 
true forms were unknown. Shay'Poc knelt to the ground as he held his spear away from his body 
and picked up the hoofed beast's trail. He motioned with two fingers in the direction the Kup 
traveled, and Day'Poc and the others followed. As they trekked through the tall blades of the 
Enchanted Grasslands, KellyZings fluttered around them. KellyZings were small four armed 
humanoids with large butterfly wings about the size of an open hand. Their bodies were 
composed of a living jade, and they emitted a green glow when they flew. They buzzed about the 
Mud People's heads and wouldn't let them pass. "What they want?" Shay'Poc asked his father. 
"Are they mad we trespassed their land?" "No," Day'Poc replied as he listened to their whispery 
voices as the sound of tiny bells filled the area. "They want show us something." He flicked his 
hand at one and told them, "Leave us. We hunt." The KellyZings persisted, so Day'Poc knew the 
longer he wasted time with the small ones the farther the Kup would get. "Fine," he said in a sigh. 
"| go. My son continue hunt. | take Lay'Mac with me. We meet you back at camp." Shay'Poc 
nodded, and the leaves on his head bobbed as the other three Mud People went with 
him. Day'Poc followed the KellyZings to an area thick with muck and there a strange animal stood. 
The chief knelt behind some tall grass as did his companion. "What manner of creature that?" 
Lay'Mac asked. Day'Poc squinted, focused on the animal, and said, "I know not, but it has rider. 
He hasn't move; maybe rider injured." "I see," Lay'Mac stated as he stood, moved to the animal, 
and startled it. The animal neighed, turned abruptly, the rider fell off, and the animal galloped 
away. The rider didn't move. Lay'Mac frightened by the four footed creature returned to Day'Poc, 
knelt with his spear at the ready, and told him, "I change mind. You chief, you see." Day'Poc stood 
and then carefully approached the rider who was face down in the muck. Day'Poc crept closer, 
seeing the rider had whip marks across his back, his furry back, and cursed, "Damp!" "What it?" 
his companion questioned. Day'Poc scanned the area and whispered, "Necrom!" "Here?" 
Lay'Mac inquired as he moved to the chief's side, lifting his spear. "Quickly, we must kill it." "Yes, 
we can't have its kind..." Day'Poc started as he noticed something peculiar, moved to the 
rider's side, and held up his muddy hand. "Wait!" Lay'Mac scanned the marsh like a jittery Kup 
and asked, "What you doing? What if there others?" "Look," Day'Poc uttered as he motioned to 
the rider's back. "His blood red. This no Necrom." "What does that matter? Let's kill it and get rid 
of body." The KellyZings swarmed around the chief, whispering to him. "They not want me to," 
Day'Poc said as he rolled the body over, seeing she clutched a sword. "They want me help 
her." "Her? Why KellyZings so interested?" "They not say, only we must for our people's sake," 
Day'Poc replied as he removed the sword from her clutches and lifted her into his arms. "I 


compelled to help." "You chief, do whatever the Crell you want. Let's leave this place and return 
home." Day'Poc nodded as he ordered, "Grab her sword and my spear." 


x k * 


Day'Poc entered the hut where the stranger slept and asked, "My mate, how she?" "Her wounds 
severe, but her will strong," Way'Poc replied as she removed the stranger's blood covered 
clothing and cleaned her wounds, shaving her fur from around the slashes. "Look she has skin of 
Man not hide of Necrom." Way'Poc pointed out and then she questioned, "What matter of 
creature she?" "| know not," Day'Poc answered as he sat, watching his mate. "You stitch 
her?" "No, her wounds sealing themselves. She heals quick," Way'Poc replied as she applied 
ointment to the gashes and dressed what remained of the stranger's tail. The chief's mate shook 
her head as she stated, "No one deserves such treatment." She turned to him and asked, "It wise 
bringing her here?" "No others come into our territory. We and she safe for now." "You sure? 
She may be Necrom. Her appearance..." "Yes, she looks like them," he interrupted. "But her 
blood red and she has tail. Have you ever seen one with tail?" "Had tail and no, of the few I've 
seen," she said as she stood. "I do what I can, but she need much time to heal." He started to 
leave as he spoke, "Then we wait." Three sun's cycles passed... "Damp!" Shay'Poc cursed as he 
stormed into the stranger's hut. "Father, many grumble over your decision." "Let them. I chief," 
Day'Poc declared as he watched his mate from his seated position give broth through a reed to 
the half dazed stranger. "I agree with them," Shay'Poc spoke as he sat next to his father. "What 
the Crell you thinking? Our existence depends on our isolation. Why change?" "Them," Day'Poc 
answered as he pointed to the door. "They not tell me why, so only patience reveal their 
reasoning." Two KellyZings fluttered about the hut as they glowed green. A male and a female 
landed on a window seal, their glow faded, revealing their translucent jade forms, then each 
folded their four arms, and waited. "Ahhh..." Shay'Poc grumbled and then asked, "What they 
know? What the Crell do small ones know?" "Many things, my son. You do well to listen to 
them." Shay'Poc shook his head as he stated, "They never talk to me, any of our people, but you 
and my sis- ter." Day'Poc informed him, "Our secret safe. Have faith." "I not put aside what I feel, 
this stranger threatens our way of life." The chief turned to his mate and inquired, "How she 
doing?" "Remarkable, | never seen someone heal so fast." Day'Poc knew the KellyZings wanted 
this creature saved, but they wouldn't tell him why. He wished the fairy like people would confide 
in him, especially if the matter had anything to do with his people. 


x k * 


Seven more sun's cycles came and went over the Mud People's village. Pluck opened her eyes, 
finding herself face down on a grass mat in a hut. The high sun's light shined in, revealing clay 
pots and bowls filled with fruit. Pluck remembered little of what happened after Melee rescued 
her from the Post. She moved to sit up and pain ripped across her bruised and battered flesh; 
Pluck winced and examined what she could of her back. Numerous slashes covered her, but they 
were closed and healing. She then realized she was naked and grabbed the blanket, covered her 
lower body, and wrapped it around herself. Two glowing creatures darted past her and flew 
outside. They startled Pluck as she searched the room for her clothing and sword. "By Fletching!" 
Pluck uttered at seeing the creatures and then she staggered to the doorway and looked around, 
but the glowing creatures were gone. More huts in a large circle stood without, and she heard 


the sounds of children playing in the distance but saw no one. Pluck stepped out and the sun's 
warmth hit her, reminding her of the heat she endured on the Post. She stepped back into the 
shadow as a gentle breeze swept over her, carrying the scent of many and a few were close. She 
caught movement to her left. A creature blending into the mud of the hut moved, leveling a spear 
on her and another one to her right also moved toward her. "Back Necrom!" they shouted, 
herding her into the hut. Pluck had no idea what kind of creatures they were for they were 
covered in misshapen mud and leaves. All she could tell was that they had two arms and two 
legs. Pluck took a few steps back, holding onto the blanket clothing her. Anguish, fear, and 
confusion ran through her mind and finally, she had enough of them pointing their spears. Pluck 
roared, unsheathing her free hand's claws as her fiery-crimson mane stood on end and her 
emerald feline eyes narrowed. The two creatures stopped, frightened by her. "Enough!" a third 
one shouted, and the other two backed away, and then he rebuked them, "What the Crell you 
think you doing? She our guest and be treated as such." He turned to her, putting his hand to 
his chest as he introduced himself, "I Day'Poc, Chief of Mud People. Please forgive them, you not 
prisoner. You may come out." Pluck stepped to the entrance and questioned, "Where's my sword 
and clothes?" "Your sword safe, you may have it when you leave. As for your clothes..." Day'Poc 
started as he turned and a female walked up, and then he spoke, "They were beyond repair so 
we destroyed them. This my mate Way'Poc. She made garments for you. | hope they to your 
liking." Pluck retracted her claws and took the clothing. They had saved her, but why were they 
so kind? Did they want something from her? "We leave you to change. My hut that one," Day'Poc 
told her as he pointed. "Come when you done, and we eat and talk." Pluck nodded, went into the 
hut, and lay her clothing on the mat. "Oh... and | almost forgot," he said as he held out his hand. 
"| took this from your shirt; thought you might want it." She went back to the entrance, seeing 
her High Guard pin in his lumpy mud covered hand. Pluck took it and bowed her gratitude, and 
the Mud People left. She leaned on the door post with her shoulder and stared at the charging 
Black Elk as a tear trickled down her furry cheek. Was this all she had left? Was a piece of metal 
that reminded her of what she was and what she lost all she had? Pluck felt betrayed when 
Edward turned his back on her, then there was the burn of leather, but nothing compared to 
what Avarice had said. 


"In a rush to die, Beast?" Avarice asked as he leaned in close and his breath smelled foul. "Why 
do you wish such a fate for yourself? Did your Prince betray you?" He laughed and said, "Yes, | see 
it in your face." He jerked her head back even more and told her, "He did you know. He hates you 
and despises you. Who do you think ordered your flogging?" She looked away as her body 
quivered, dangling from the chains. Pluck felt as though she would faint again as she mustered 
up the strength to say, "Edward wouldn't." "He did. The Prince ordered me to beat the Beast," 
Avarice told her as he tightened his hold on her mane. "He said you are an abomination and 
should be destroyed. The thought of kissing you sickened him." Avarice released her, walked 
around the Post, knelt to face her, and said, "The Prince lied to you when he said he would do so. 
Edward told me this himself." The Morgog Commander said with great enjoyment, "He wants you 
to feel pain for what you dared require of him and soon he shall come to have his hand in your 
torture." With what strength she had left, Pluck snarled as she yelled, "You lie!" "Do I?" he 
questioned as he stood, stepping back. "If I lied, then why did he hand you over to a Morgog? 
I shall tell you. It is because he feared Ardor wouldn't carry out his orders." Pluck shook her head, 


insisting, "I don't believe you." "You do," Avarice told her, and then he chuckled. "You are lying to 
yourself." 


He was right. Pluck gripped the pin, knowing she believed him. She closed her eyes, knowing she 
still did. Should she remain a High Guard or should she abandon the last connection she had with 
Man? Pluck walked into the hut as another thought crossed her mind. Han would be ashamed if 
she relinquished the way. It was the only thing she had left. Pluck straightened with resolve as 
she decided. She was a High Guard and would be so till she died, even if it meant protecting the 
Prince from the shadows. Pluck picked up the new clothes and examined them. The shirt was 
similar to her High Guard top, white, but made of a material which felt like silk and a bit of mud 
smudged it. How did they make them? As far as she could tell, the Mud People didn't wear 
clothing only mud or was it they were made of mud? The pants were made from brown leather, 
but no leather she recognized; it was scaled. The pants had a slit for her tail and a flap hiding a 
pocket hung down over the opening. She wondered what the purpose of the flap was. Pluck put 
on the shirt and pulled up the pants careful not to hurt her tender tail... or should she say stub? 
She fastened her pin to her shirt over her heart and walked to the chief's hut. Pluck had to return 
to her own camp. She couldn't protect the Prince from there. She neared the hut, hearing them 
talk. "As instructed Zung, pants we made hide her tail," Day'Poc said. "| wish | understood reason 
behind it." "In time," the male KellyZing replied. Pluck stopped at the door, entered at the Chief's 
beckoning, and sat on a grass mat along with his family around a small table. Five KellyZings sat 
on the table. Day'Poc started, "You met Way'Poc my mate. This Shay'Poc our son and Cun'Poc 
my young daughter." "I'm Zung," the male KellyZing spoke as he put two fingers to his forehead, 
next to his chest, and held out his palm in greeting. "I will speak for the KellyZings." He motioned 
to the stranger. She tilted her head, not understanding at first but then she said, "Oh... I'm 
Pluck." "Pluck, unusual name," Way'Poc commented. "From what people do you come? We know 
you not Necrom." "Necrom?" Pluck spoke aloud. They talked as if they existed. She answered, 
"I'm from Fletching." "Fletching, never heard of," Day'Poc said. "That your place, but who 
people?" People? Fletching was all she ever had to say, but this place was full of different 
creatures. Quip had never seen anyone like the Fletchings or Morgogs. Perhaps these Mud 
People also didn't know of them. She answered, "I'm of Man." "Man?" Day'Poc uttered as his 
eyes widened. Shay'Poc stood and accused, "You lie!" "Lie?" She was puzzled by his rage and 
questioned, "Why would I?" "You look not of Man," the son declared. Pluck replied, "I am cursed. 
None of the others look like me." She didn't understand how they would know what Man looked 
like. "There others?" Day'Poc exclaimed as this time he stood. Pluck looked to his mate and 
daughter, seeing fear gripped their brown muddy faces. She turned to the KellyZings and they 
didn't seem surprised. She informed them, "We shipwrecked." "Where?" Shay'Poc asked. "Yes," 
Day'Poc urged as he also wanted to know. "We must find them quickly and hide them." Pluck 
didn't understand why they were so concerned. She remembered bits and pieces of 
Day'Poc talking to his son in the hut. She felt they were hiding something from her. It was 
something they had guarded a long time. Pluck looked to the KellyZings and thought these small 
creatures must also know. She couldn't imagine what the secret could be. Why save her? She 
knew the son feared she would find out so why bring her there? Pluck asked, "Why do my people 
need to hide?" "You not know?" Day'Poc questionedg, and then he declared, "You on island of 
Necroms." Pluck didn't believe them and stated, "But they are myths." "Where your people 


now?" the chief demanded. "Not far from the Western beach in a clearing." Day'Poc rushed 
out. Pluck turned to his mate and asked her, "What will the Necroms do if they find the 
others?" Way'Poc replied, "Many horrible things. Necroms hate Man." "It won't end there," Zung 
stated as he looked to the chief's wife and then to Pluck. "If the Necroms discover Man still exist, 
they will not stop until they have destroyed all of you." Pluck considered that Man hated Necroms 
and Necroms hated Man, and this had been so since the Great War. Day'Poc returned and said, 
"A group prepares to go to beach. They travel by Hat'Call. They reach Man by early morning." He 
handed her a paper and a marking stick and asked her, "Do your people write your words? Can 
you do so?" She took the paper and writing instrument as she replied, "Yes, why?" "Write note 
to leader of what you learned so they understand danger," Day'Poc ordered her and then noticed 
Pluck's reaction to his suggestion. "You reluctant to help them." He asked her, "They ones who 
beat you?" "Yes. | hid my appearance from them. Their hatred of Necroms was... is great. When 
they found out they..." Pluck couldn't finish so she said, "I'll write the note. Have the group give 
it to the Fletchings; they fly the flag with a charging Black Elk, not the roaring Black Lion. We will 
then discover how my word stands with them." Pluck walked out with the chief as he handed 
Lay'Mac her note. The Hat'Call he rode looked like a featherless Desert Ostrich with long thin 
spikes running down its neck. The ten hands tall bird was covered in thick brown hair and a small 
saddle was strapped to it. The Hat'Call squawked, pulling at its bit. "We hurry," Lay'Mac said, 
turning his Hat'Call down a path. Five other Mud People followed after him on their Hat'Calls. 


x * * 


Night came then the morning and finally the high sun. Frantic with worry, Pluck paced her hut, 
not knowing if the others were well. What if the Necroms found them? What if they killed 
Edward? She lay on the grass mat face down for her back was too sore to lay on it. She should 
have gone with them. Excited voices interrupted her thoughts. Outside her hut, the group 
returned and were speaking with their Chief. Day'Poc motioned for Pluck, and she went and 
stood beside his son. "Your people have pulled up camp and headed inland," Day'Poc told her as 
he went into his hut, returned with an old leather map, showed her the beach where the Prince 
and the others had camped, then the direction they left. Pluck said, "A Trife named Quip 
suggested we seek help at the Great City." She pointed to an area on the map as she said, "It's 
here." "Damp!" Day'Poc uttered. "Foolish Trife... That Shangra, Necrom city." She wanted to race 
after them as she demanded, "We must reach them before they enter." "Your people have three 
sun's cycles on us." "That not only news we bring back," Lay'Mac said as he looked to the chief 
and continued, "Five shipsanchor in bay. They Man. Their flag Yellow Four Horned 
Ram." "Commery, why are they here?" she exclaimed. "Did they enter the Mist in hopes of 
reaching Kismet before the others like we did? How did they survive the water spouts?" Pluck 
looked to the group's leader and asked him, "What were they doing? Did you warn them of the 
Necroms." "We not have to," Lay'Mac answered. "They kill anything wandering into their path. 
We saw few dead bodies; Trife, KellyZing, even Dreadgon. As for their intentions..." He looked to 
the others of the group and told them, "They unloading many large weapons and animals like 
one we found you riding. It seems they prepare for battle. "What if they're not lost?" Pluck said 
as she raked her hand through her fiery-crimson mane. "Could they be after Edward and Virago?" 
A suspicious thought crossed her mind as she added, "Or only Edward?" She asked Lay'Mac, "How 
large were their ships? How many mast?" "Very big?" he replied as he stretched his arms out 


wide. "Eight masts." "They are war ships. Each can hold five hundred soldiers." Pluck turned to 
the Chief and said, "I need my sword, I'm going after my people." Day'Poc laughed and told her, 
"In condition you in you not last sun's cycle in our world." Pluck knew she was weak and sore 
from her ordeal, but that wouldn't stop her. "If you helped me..." "Help?" Shay'Poc interrupted. 
"| think we helped enough." "No, we must," the chief told him. Shay'Poc waved his hands and 
the leaves covering his arms shook as he asked, "At what cost?" Zung cleared his throat and 
stated, "Your existence depends on Man." "They know nothing of our way of life. What we done 
to survive." Shay'Poc made a fist as he declared, "I say we let Necroms find them." Zung said 
nothing only glared at the chief's son with his teal eyes. "We can't," Day'Poc said as he turned 
from his son ashamed of his outburst. "I decided, we help Pluck." He searched those who had 
gathered around them and asked, "Who go with us?" No one volunteered. "Our very existence 
endanger if Necroms find Man. Do you want your children's children to live in world like time 
before? Who come?""!| and my sister will go," Zung replied, motioning to a female 
KellyZing. Day'Poc said, "They who not us volunteer, but none of you will? Do you care no 
more?" The Mud People murmured amongst themselves then five of them stepped forward. "| 
go too," Shay'Poc said as he moved to his father. "Our way has always been to isolate 
ourselves, have nothing to do with other peoples. Of fifty tribes of Mud People, this creature 
happened upon us so duty lies with us." The Chief smiled, looking over the other five and then 
stated, "Good, we leave in one nal. Pluck | show you your sword." 


Chapter Seven 
Mud People's Secret 


For nearly half a sun's cycle Pluck, the Mud People, and the KellyZings traveled Echo March, 
leaving the Enchanted Grasslands and soon the Greater Wet Lands. The Hat'Calls kept a good 
pace over the terrain, bobbing their heads back and forth as they ran. The hot and humid air 
wasn't to Pluck's liking as she wiped her sweaty brow several times. Soon they came to the edge 
of a gorge marking the border between the Greater Wet Lands and the Towering Forest. A 
downed giant Scarlet Wood crossed the chasm, and the group dismounted and led their Hat'Calls 
across the huge moss covered log. Twenty feet below was a lake. The Mud People crossed slowly 
for their bulky frames then Shay'Poc lost his footing, cried out, and fell. His father tried to grab 
for him and missed. He and the other Mud People watched horror struck as his son plunged into 
the water. Shay'Poc didn't surface only bubbles rose as the KellyZings buzzed about the 
water. "He's drowning!" Pluck shouted from the back of those waiting to cross the log. "Save 
him!" "We can't swim," Day'Poc answered. Pluck who had been carrying her sword for she was 
unable to bear wearing it, threw it to the side, and yelled, "Then I'll go." Two Mud People blocked 
her with their spears and prevented her from stepping on the log. "We not allow you," the chief 
told her as he bowed his head. "He lost." "How can you say he's lost?" she uttered unable to 
understand why they prevented her from helping. Pluck insisted, "No, there's time to save 
him." Day'Poc shook his head as he told her, "No. He lost." "Are you mad?" Pluck questioned as 
she pointed to the water. "He's your son! Do something!" Day'Poc turned from her and talked 
with her no more. "If you won't, then I will," Pluck declared as she snarled, pushed past the Mud 
People, and dove over the cliff into the lake. Deeper and deeper she swam in the murky water as 
lumps of mud and leaves surfaced past her. She swam deeper and saw a hand, grabbed it, and 
headed up. Pluck broke the surface, gasped for air, dragged Shay'Poc to shore, and laid him ona 
grassy area. "By Fletching!" Pluck exclaimed, trying to catch her breath. She stared at the son 
shocked by what she discovered. All the mud and leaves had washed away, revealing a Man. The 
Mud People were men and women. Shay'Poc spat up water and took deep breaths still coughing 
as she noticed muddy burlap clothes covered him. She helped him to sit on a rock as the 
KellyZings and the Mud People appeared around them. The Mud People leveled their spears on 
her as Pluck faced them. "You're men. But how can that be?" she asked and then stated, "I 
thought the Necroms drove Man from Wellspring." Day'Poc pushed through his people and knelt 
by his son as he told her, "As last of Man fled, our before fathers’ ship disable. They escaped into 
marsh and hid there many seasons. They thought they safe. Not all of Wellspring wanted to 
destroy Man. KellyZings helped them survive in harsh world, but hiding not enough. Necroms 
ventured into marsh so our before fathers used mud to disguise them and so we became Mud 
People. We flourished in land and soon spread, now we fifty tribes." "This is what you were hiding 
from me?" Pluck questioned as she looked to their spears. "Will you kill me to keep your 
secret?" Day'Poc turned to his men and motioned for them to lower their weapons as he told 
her, "If we going to kill you, we would have done it when we found you." He handed her the 
Lux. "Why didn't you?" she asked as she took the sword. "If you fear the Necroms, why spare one 
who looks like them?" "KellyZings told me save you," Day'Poc answered. "Why did you insists 


that they save me?" Pluck demanded as she turned to the flying creatures. Zung fluttered in front 
of her as his butterfly wings created the sound of tiny bells. Pluck lifted her hands so he could 
land. The ringing bells faded as did his green glow when he rested on her palm. Sunlight shone 
through his jade form and for a long time, he said nothing only stared into her face. He started, 
"Long ago, Wellspring was thrown into chaos. Man and Necroms were not the only people 
affected by the Great War." He looked to the other KellyZings as he stated, "There's a 
prophecy..." Zung turned to Pluck, stared at her with his teal eyes, and then told her, "If 
Wellspring cannot become one, a great evil will destroy it." She inquired, "Why save me?" He 
pointed at her with both of his right arms and told her, "You're a Necrom yet you're Man, a 
sign that the time has come." "A time for what?" Pluck asked. Zung shook his head and then 
replied, "We don't know. We only know a small part of the prophecy." She looked to Day'Poc and 
said, "You spared my life because of some foretelling? You risked your people's secret, so | don't 
know what to say..." "Say nothing," Day'Poc replied. "We ask you keep our secret, tell no one of 
our existence." Shay'Poc stood, weakened by his ordeal, and applied mud and leaves to his burlap 
clothing and skin with the help of the others till he was covered. Shay'Poc said before walking up 
the slope and continuing to trail the Fletchings and Morgogs, "We should move if we're to catch 
Pluck's people." "You're welcome," Pluck mumbled. It would seem not everyone agreed with 
Day'Poc's decision. The group stopped to sleep for three nals and continued east before the sun 
rose. They entered the Forgotten Jungle the last territory of MayPah then by high sun, they 
entered the Rocky Hills of ConJah of the West Region. "This far as my people go," Day'Poc told 
Pluck and then pointed ahead. "Necrom city beyond hills. If your people made it this far, Necroms 
must have them." "We can't give up," Pluck pleaded. "I and my sister will continue with you," 
Zung said. "We will help you." "You must continue on foot," Shay'Poc said as he dismounted and 
grabbed the reins to her Hat'Call. "No one must know we helped." "It's not that much farther," 
Zenba said. "It will be a nice walk." Pluck dismounted, and the Mud People took their Hat'Calls, 
leading them into the Forgotten Jungle. Harsh feelings for the Mud People crept over her till she 
realized this was what they had to do to survive. Could she fault them? No... Besides, she couldn't 
let that distract her. She had the Necroms to worry about and her Prince. She remembered the 
events at the camp. Pluck had to know why Edward allowed them to hurt her. She stroked her 
fiery-crimson mane, considering his answer. Did he despise her as Avarice said? Did he wish her 
dead? She watched the last of the Mud People enter the jungle. Pluck didn't think she could bear 
it if it was true. 


Chapter Eight 


The Grand Commander 


Ardor spotted a clearing in the giant trees he remembered Quip had marked on their map as the 
Towering Forest. The Scarlet Woods were huge, larger than any tree he had seen and their leaves 
were a deep red. He pulled the reins of his stallion and held up his hand so the whole group 
halted. Edward and Fracas rode beside him. After Pluck's death, Ardor appointed the Head Archer 
as his Second. Most of the group walked behind the procession of horses. "Why are we 
stopping?" Edward questioned as he turned his horse to face the Fletching Commander. Ardor 
pointed to the setting sun and answered, "It shall be dark within a nal. We should make 
camp." Avarice and Lord Caliber rode up to them. They had kept their distance since leaving the 
camp. Lord Caliber thought it wise not to cause another quarrel between the commanders, at 
least not until now. "Why have we stopped?" the Morgog Commander demanded. "We shouldn't 
stay in these wretched woods overnight. Who knows what monsters live here?" He then 
insinuated, "Only a Phragging fool would do so." Ardor yelled, "By Fletching! You test my 
patience!" He gripped his reins as if he would strangle them as he questioned, "Who the Crell do 
you think you are?" He moved his horse from the others as he continued venting his frustrations, 
"| have put up with your disdain for my people long enough." He unsheathed his rapier as he 
declared, "There can be only one commander, so let steel decide who it shall be." Avarice laughed 
to himself; he had manipulated the Fletching Commander into a fight and now he would become 
the leader of all the Morgog and Fletching soldiers. He positioned his horse opposite of Ardor as 
the rest cleared the area. "I accept your challenge," he said and then added, "Victor shall be 
Grand Commander and the loser subject to his authority." Virago rode to the Prince and told him, 
"Stop them before someone is killed." "No, this matter needs to be settled," Edward 
replied. Ardor had to win for he wouldn't have the traitorous Avarice as his Grand Commander. 
He should have had him put to death for what he did to Pluck, but it would have started a war 
between the Morgogs and Fletchings. This way if Ardor wins, Avarice must relinquish his 
command or his own men would hate him for dishonoring himself. Edward looked to the Morgog 
Lord. Why was Lord Caliber grinning? Did he believe Avarice would win? Edward realized the 
Morgog Commander instigated the fight. They wanted the power of the army. Avarice 
unsheathed his Flamberge and gripped its black leather hilt as his pale-blue eyes glinted with rage 
as he shouted, "Ready? Fletching Dog!" He steadied his horse, kicked it to charge the Fletching 
commander, and the steed bolted, eyes wide with fear. Ardor kicked his horse, the two men met, 
and steel flashed as blades clanged. Neither man let up his attack determined to defeat his 
enemy. The horses danced about each other as the commanders savagely fought. Sweat 
glistened their foreheads as they heaved for the exertion. Their horses neighed and 
snorted, caught up in the battle and Avarice disarmed the Fletching. Enraged, Ardor yelled, leapt 
from his horse, and knocked the Morgog to the ground then both men wrestled for the 
Flamberge. Ardor remembered Pluck and rage poured through his fist as he pounded his enemy. 
Avarice threw a few punches but did little against the madman. The Morgog's face bloodied, and 
he passed out from the beating and dropped his sword. Ardor snatched it raising the Flamberge 
above the Morgog ready to strike. "Enough!" Lord Caliber shouted, fearing his plan would fail 


without the Morgog Commander. "We concede, Ardor has won." Avarice came to, seeing the 
Fletching commander ready to strike him. Ardor wanted to thrust the blade through the 
Morgog's heart and turned to the Prince, praying he would let him and questioned, "My 
lord?" Edward also wished for this man's death but knew peace between his people demanded 
he be spared. He stated, "Grand Commander, | give Avarice his life. The fight is over. Command 
your men to set up camp." Ardor stabbed the Flamberge into the dirt, stood, and said, "Yes, my 
lord." He turned to the Fletchings and Morgogs and ordered them, "Make camp, darkness shall 
soon be upon us." Avarice's eyes narrowed as he rose, wiped blood from his mouth, and he 
grabbed his sword, thinking of thrusting its blade into the Fletching's back. Lord Caliber saw his 
enraged face and rode his horse to stop him. "Let me by!" Avarice demanded. "Then what?" the 
lord asked and whispered so the others couldn't hear, "Shall you jeopardize our plans for your 
petty pride? Would you let one moment of rage ruin seasons of planning? Sheathe that weapon." 
Lord Caliber scanned the camp, noting the others were busy about their work. "Your time 
shall come." "But | have lost... What of my men?" "Find those loyal to you, those who would 
betray their Princess if needed. The rest I'm afraid are lost," Lord Caliber told him and then added, 
"They are not necessary for us to succeed." 


x k * 


Edward sat on his bed, weary from travel and the burden of Pluck's death. Virago sat beside 
him equally tired, providing little comfort from his demons. A single candle lit their dark tent, 
casting shadows across their gloomy faces as Edward stared at a crate containing the Mystic 
Rose. Since the Rose withered, it cast no glow and it cast no hope. He would've discarded it long 
ago since its magic faded, but the Rose reminded him of Pluck. Even if they were sad and 
tormenting memories, they were all he had left of her. Exhausted from his fated journey, Edward 
stared at the floor till a faint rattling drew his gaze back to the crate. The wooden box shook as if 
something tried to escape as a sun like glow broke through cracks in the crate, brightening the 
tent. Edward stood, and Virago grabbed his hand fearful. He squeezed it, reassuring her, then 
released the Princess, and moved to the box. He opened the crate and more light escaped as he 
peered in. The Rose's petals were green and had no signs of withering, the death black was gone. 
The Rose's perfume filtered into the room, and he breathed deeply of it and picked up the glass 
container. The Rose suspended within, surrounded by pixie like sparkles as he returned to 
Virago's side and they stared at the flower. "What does it mean?" she asked. "I do not know," 
Edward answered. He pulled a large crate to the end of their bed, placed the glass dome on top, 
then Edward moved back, slipped under his covers, and stared mesmerized. His wife joined him, 
laying her head on his chest. What did it mean that the Rose was alive again? His eye lids grew 
heavy, and he slipped into a deep sleep. The nightmare of the Beast replayed in his mind, but he 
wasn't afraid, not of Pluck. The intense battle raged before him as he looked on from a rocky hill. 
A second image of Pluck appeared and she stood beside him watching the battle. Her face 
showed sadness unlike the rage-filled one of the Pluck fighting the men on the sand. The one 
beside him asked, "Why do you hate me?" "Hate you? I do not hate you," he answered. Silence 
fell between them, and then she asked, "Why did you let them hurt me?" She faced him 
and questioned, "Am | so horrible and so detested by you?" "No..." He shook his head and 
screamed, "No!" Edward grabbed her shoulders, trying to convince her as he told her, "It was 
Avarice. He was the one who hurt you." "Hurt me with the whip, cut me with the sword, yes, but 


you were the one who stabbed my heart. Why did you give the Kiss to Virago? Why didn't you 
end my curse?" "I..." he started then turned, no longer able to stare into her emerald feline eyes, 
eyes that pierced his soul. "Look," Pluck told him as she pointed to the war field. Edward looked 
as the battle scene changed from that of a beach to the blue grassy hills of Naught, a province of 
his homeland. "You once asked me if | loved you," she spoke as she turned to him, placing his 
hand on her heart. "I did with all my being." She sighed, heartsick and then she asked, "Why 
didn't you return my love?" "What do you mean?" he asked. She looked to the grassy hills, and 
they moved over them like they flew, entering a woods and a temple, and once they were within 
the stone structure, they stopped. He recognized the building and exclaimed, "The Mystic Rose's 
Temple." "Yes," she told him as a tear ran down her cheek, and Pluck pointed to a boy. "That is 
me as a child," Edward said as he saw a small figure, lying on the floor and moved to her, seeing 
it was Pluck as a girl after the witch had turned her into a beast. "And you." She repeated the 
question from earlier, "Why didn't you return my love?" He looked to the girl Pluck as she cried, 
covering her naked furry body with her hands and knees. The girl stretched out her hand to the 
boy as Edward turned to his younger self. The boy was horrified, scampering away from the girl. "I 
did not understand back then," Edward told her, and then he pleaded with the older Pluck, 
"You have to know | was afraid." "Fear is your answer?" Pluck questioned as the temple scene 
vanished and then the older Pluck looked to her hands and shackles clamped on them. Her arms 
flew up, and the manacles hooked to the Post as the Morgog camp encircled them. She asked 
him, "Fear, is that your excuse?" "No, not here," Edward yelled as he put his hands over his eyes. 
"| do not want to see this." Avarice stepped out with a whip and lifted the leather over his 
head. Pluck turned to Edward and asked him, "Is this how you show your love?" Avarice struck 
the whip across her back. Edward sat up, screaming in bed, "No!" The tent surrounded him, and 
the green glow of the Rose. Virago put her arms around him and told him, "It is only a dream. | 
am here." He gazed at the Mystic Rose, saw its green petals, and then he uttered, 
"Pluck..." Virago's heart sank as he mentioned the Beast. Why did Pluck still plague him? Virago 
might have taken the Kiss, but his heart and soul belong to her. Fires of Morgog! Would they ever 
be rid of the Beast? 


x k * 


Amber light broke across the Towering Forest on a new sun's cycle as the Fletchings and 
Morgogs continued to the Great City. Weary and apprehensive of what they would find in 
Shangra, they left the forest and moved into a canyon. Vim rode up to the Grand Commander 
and told him, "I believe we're not alone." Ardor searched the shadows that littered the walls and 
for a moment, he thought he saw movement. Ardor said, "I think you're right. Let us hurry our 
pace and leave this canyon." Above them in the shadows of rocky ledges... "Cordon, these must 
be the creatures our patrols spotted earlier." The captain eyed the unusual people and the 
animals they rode as he said, "The patrol was correct to summon me from Shangra. | believe they 
are Man." The soldier gasped and exclaimed, "Man?" He softly growled a curse, "Fass! Vile 
beasts. What should we do?" Cordon thought for a moment and then he stated, "We must 
capture them and put them on trial for the crimes of their forefathers. Such atrocities can't go 
unpunished." He pulled further into the shadows as he said, "Come, we can trap them at the 
canyon's bend." Man's convoy hurried their pace as a few horses snorted, smelling the creatures 
around them. The mounted soldiers surrounded the Prince and Princess to protect them. Ardor 


halted his steed as a few small rocks fell and then he glimpsed a figure darting across the top 
in front of them. He realized the figure was one among many and yelled, "Quickly, turn back!" The 
Fletchings and Morgogs turned to flee, but a voice like a Black Lion roared, "Stay your escape! 
We have you in our arrow sights." Man looked to the canyon wall as several hundred figures drew 
their bows. Ardor squinted, but couldn't make out their enemy. "I am Prince Edward of 
Fletching," he declared as he steadied his horse. "We seek safe passage to Shangra." "What 
business do you have in the Great City?" Cordon asked and accused, "Did you think your 
army could catch us by surprise?" "We do not go to make war," Edward replied. "We seek 
supplies and two ships." "I know of your kind... Your lies!" Cordon shouted and then he steadied 
his anger. "Our kind?" Edward questioned. Ardor leaned to the Prince and told him, "If we left 
behind those on foot to fight our unknown enemy, we could get you and the Princess to 
safety." "No. Wherever we go, we go as a group," Edward replied, and then he shouted to the 
unknown figure, "We shall turn back." "I'm afraid you don't understand. It's not where you're 
going that bothers us. It's you!" Cordon yelled and then he commanded, "Archers, if Man refuses 
to surrender fire!" Cordon asked, "What will it be? Death or surrender?" In the back of the group, 
Avarice leaned to Lord Caliber and whispered, "Should we try to escape?" "If we were closer to 
the Princess, | would say yes but without her our plan is useless. Let us see what the Prince shall 
do." Avarice told him, "I don't like this. Who could these creatures be?" Lord Caliber searched the 
shadows and then he answered, "Maybe our worst fears." Vim moved closer to the Princess as 
he said, "My lady, we shall fight to the death to save you. Go with Ardor and let us deal with this 
enemy." Virago looked to the Grand Commander and questioned him, "What chance do they 
have?" Ardor replied, "None. They would be trapped." "Then my husband spoke right in saying 
we stay together," she said as she grabbed the Prince's hand. "But who are they?" Edward 
nodded and shouted, "Who is it that demands our surrender?" "| am Cordon, Captain of 
Shangra's City Guards. A Necrom who despises Man." "Necrom?" Edward exclaimed as his blue 
eyes widened with the fear sweeping over the group, and the Prince turned to the Grand 
Commander and said, "This cannot be. They are only myths." "Myths, | think not. Remember all 
the peoples we have encountered and this is Wellspring. Perhaps we have returned to the land 
of the Necroms." Cordon growled, "My patience is escaping me. What will it be?" Edward looked 
to the Grand Commander, and then the Prince stated, "Necroms or not we are still at their mercy. 
We have no choice." Edward shouted, "We surrender." "Good," Cordon said and then motioned 
for a few Necrom soldiers to make their way down as he ordered Man, "Dismount and drop your 
weapons. If anyone resists, | will fire." He mumbled, "Finally, we will have retribution for what 
Man did during the Great War. They will not escape judgment this time." 


Chapter Nine 
The Great City Shangra 


The air cooled as the sky clouded in the mountainous area of Shangra. Pluck with Zung and 
Zenba fluttering by her side started up the rocky path to the Great City. Few used the overgrown 
trail as a flock of l-ues flew overhead, singing joyously. The large yellow stork-birds produced a 
sweet rose aroma which could be smelled for several zocs when they were in flight. The fragrance 
reminded Pluck of the Mystic Rose, and she glanced at the tattoo rings on her bare finger. She 
felt anxious. Would she find Edward and the others in time or had they already been captured? 
What would she do if they had? Pluck looked toward the large white city of Shangra already 
visible in the distance. How would these mysterious Necroms treat her? Would they treat her 
like a hideous Beast as the others or would they treat her as Han, Melee, and Lady Flaxen 
had? Shangra's height towered over even that of the Scarlet Trees. Twenty-one arched walls 
overlapping each other surrounded the city. The roar of eight waterfalls was heard even at their 
distance still a quarter of a zoc away as many I-ues circled above the city, filling the air with their 
aroma and sweet songs. "We won't see the Aqua Falls till we are well within the walls," Zenba 
said as she flew backwards so she faced Pluck. "Shangra surrounds the cascades and that's why 
it's also known as the Ringed City." Pluck continued along the winding path, gripping the Lux's 
black leather scabbard. Along with her High Guard pin and her honor, they were all she had left. 
She feared Edward had already been captured. Zung noticed her mood and said to her, "The look 
of worry on your face, please don't fret. Even if the Necroms have them, they won't kill them 
right away. There'll be a trial so all of Wellspring can see them." The KellyZing's words did little 
to change her apprehensions; there was so much about this land she didn't understand. Pluck 
needed to get her people away from there. They traveled nearly a nal before reaching the main 
road to the city. Many creatures traveled it; ones Pluck had seen like Trifes and Dreadgons 
and many she hadn't. Zenba rested on her shoulder as she described some. "Many of these 
creatures are citizens of Shangra like those Velums," Zenba said as she motioned to three 
toadstool creatures about five hands in height with four arms and four legs. They were orange- 
red in color with white spots. "The creature that is about to walk past us is a Femor." Pluck looked 
to the tall green-brown creature about nine hands in height with a very thin body. It reminded 
her of a walking stick, even its shuffle and clicking sounds were insect like. It had two thin legs 
and four thin arms and every once in a while, he would use his lower two arms as legs and 
galloped ahead of the crowd. Zung cleared his throat and told her, "And those are 
Necroms." Pluck froze as mirror images of herself walked by. Some had striped fur, others 
spotted, and some had unmarked fur like hers in all shades and colors. None of them wore shoes, 
but all of them were adorned with clothes in different styles and hues. Something then surprised 
her, both male and female Necroms had hair like Man's. None of them possessed a mane or even 
a tail like hers. All of them were cat-like and a few of the males had facial hair. A few who noticed 
her glanced at Pluck curiously and whispered to one another. For the first time in her life, she 
didn't feel like an outsider. They murmured about her, but there was no gasps or horrified 
looks. "Who do you think our next King will be?" a Necrom asked another. "Perhaps our own 
Duke." "No, | think Gamemnon will be selected." "Him, that Man." "What did you call him?" the 


one Necrom growled. "Fass! Take that back. Take it back or I'll..." "Fine... Fine... He's not a Man. 
There, are you happy?" Pluck looked to the KellyZings shocked. In her land, Necroms had become 
fairy tales, stories to frighten children. Here her people's name was a curse. What kind of 
backward place was this? Following the crowds for nearly two nals, they reached the Northern 
Gate and entered the city. Shangra consisted of three circular areas. The Outer Ring was reserved 
for housing and markets; they had buildings stacked atop each other and there were thousands 
of homes. The Second Ring consisted of barracks for the City Guards and the stables. The Inner 
Ring was devoted to the underground Judgment Ring, the prison, and the Duke's Estate which 
was built on top of them. "Where to?" Pluck asked as she searched the crowded area. Zung 
looked around and then stated, "I say we go to the Judgment Ring and see what's on the 
docket. We'll know if your people have been caught." Pluck nodded, and she and Zenba followed 
him as many peddlers filled the streets with their wares. Many more shoppers were busy about 
their purchases when Zung nudged Zenba, motioning to the shadows. She nodded and flew to 
Pluck's ear. "That's a Roth; they are a very ill-tempered being rarely seen," Zenba told her as she 
pointed to a creature with a wolf's head and a sloth's body. The Roth had hands with three large 
fingers, bearing claws six inches in length. The beast moved with the speed of the canine and 
quickly disappeared down an alley. "I'll try to steer clear of them," Pluck said and then she noticed 
three Necroms harassing a Velum couple. She paused as she remembered the old couple in the 
village of Heron and how Han had told her they needed to hurry. Pluck grinned, remembering 
her mentor. "Why have you stopped?" Zung asked. She pointed to the three Necroms and stated, 
"It seems our people have much in common." "Yes, come on. We don't have much time," Zung 
said. "Let the City Guards deal with them." Pluck laughed, shaking her head and for a moment 
she felt sad, remembering Han. She said, "I see none of these soldiers, and | am still a High 
Guard." She marched over to the Necroms, determined they not hurt the couple. The one with 
dark brown fur held a war hammer, the one with white fur striped brown wielded a spiked club, 
and the one with black fur carried large knives in his belt. "Can | help you with anything?" she 
asked the toadstool creatures. The Velums turned to her surprised she came to their aid, and 
then the male answered, "Ah... yes please." Pluck faced the Necroms and stated, "I insist you 
move on." "You," the black fur one laughed. "What are you going to do call the Shangra 
Guards?" "No," Pluck replied as she put her hand to the Lux's hilt. "Why would I need to?" The 
leader removed his knives and declared, "You think a sword'll be enough against us." "There is 
also my skill, Dreggs!" Pluck replied, boasting, "I'm well trained in dealing with the likes 
of you." The leader growled, showed his large canines, and his eyes glowed yellow as he held the 
knife blades pointing down. He rushed her, swiping them one after the other at her throat. Before 
the leader neared, Pluck unsheathed her sword and thunder rumbled. She blocked the two 
attempts, swung the Lux over her head and through his guard, and cut him across his side. 
Orange-yellow blood flowed. The Necrom screamed in pain and stumbled back as his two friends 
started their attack. The Velum couple ran off in the confusion as fast as their four small legs 
would take them. The Necrom with the war hammer swung down, attempting to smash her head, 
but Pluck leaped back, evading his strike. The large metal head cracked the paved road as the 
other Necrom charged her, leading with his spiked club. Pluck repositioned herself so she could 
watch all three and attacked the one with the club. The Lux cut through the wood, and the white 
furred Necrom panicked and cowered away from her. The leader held his side, infuriated, and 
pointed at her to yell at her when horns interrupted him. The leader turned to his companions 


and shouted, "City Guards! Flee!" The three of them took off, and Pluck sheathed her sword as 
five guards approached her with the Velum couple behind. The Necrom warriors carried metal 
spears and wore a broad sword. Their gold colored armor consisted of a helmet, breastplate, and 
shin guards. Four of them marched in formation behind their captain, then he held up his hand, 
and they stopped. "What is the meaning of this?" Cordon demanded. Pluck looked to the Velums, 
and then she questioned, "What do you mean?" "There's no fighting allowed in Shangra. We're 
placing you under arrest." "I think not," Pluck answered, going for her sword. Zung flew up, put 
his small hand on hers, and then he told the captain, "Please forgive this newcomer. She did not 
know your laws; she only knew that the couple was being harassed." "That's why we're here," 
Cordon said as he glared at the both of them. "We are the City Guards." "I am a High Guard," 
Pluck stated as she returned his stare. "I've never heard of your squad," Cordon replied. "From 
where do you come?" "She's from MayPah," Zung spoke up. "MayPah, you say," Cordon repeated 
as he eyed the two KellyZings and the stranger suspiciously. "I didn't know we had any of our 
people stationed there." He studied Pluck closer as he stated, "You don't look like any Necrom 
I've ever seen." He sneered, realizing another point, and he told her, "You have no jurisdiction in 
ConJah." "We apologize, she..." "I couldn't help myself," Pluck interrupted Zung. "I saw the 
couple was in need of help and came to their aid." Cordon turned to the Velums, and they 
nodded, so he said, "Seeing no one was killed, | will take you to the Duke and let him decide what 
to do with you." "Fair enough," Pluck stated as she removed her hand from the Lux and followed 
the red furred Necrom with a black goatee as he headed for the Inner Ring. Zung landed on her 
shoulder and rebuked her, "You couldn't let things be, could you? Now we're wasting more 
time." "You know this city well," Zenba told her brother as she sat next to him. "Go to the 
Judgment Ring and see if her people are on the docket then meet us at the Duke's Estate." "Very 
well, but make sure she doesn't get into any trouble with the Duke." 


x k * 


Duke Votar sat at his desk in his council room, wearing a scarlet long sleeved shirt, black pants, 
and the silver vest of his position. His fur was black and his shoulder length hair was platinum. 
The Duke pondered many things as Advisor Nirva counseled him. Nirva wore a multi-colored robe 
with a green sash over his left shoulder and his fur and long braided beard were gray. Eight 
Shangra Guards stood around the room. "More letters are here," Nirva stated as he spread the 
papers before the Duke. "Here are a few more possible brides. Baron Boab offers the hand of his 
fair Lillu." The advisor tapped the table twice with his clawed finger as he said, "Consider he is 
your strongest ally." He read another letter, "Baron Raun offers the hand of his fair Fika. Consider 
he has a very large army." Nirva stroked his long gray beard as he spoke, "Either would make a 
good father-in-law." Votar sighed, rubbing his furry black temple and platinum eyebrow and 
ordered, "Put these away for now." "But Duke, the King is near death and you know without an 
heir the role will fall to you. You will need a queen by your side." "The King could live for ten more 
seasons and don't you mean fall to me or two other candidates. Duke Gamemnon who my sister 
supports and Duke Nehem who is the people's favorite," Votar said as he scratched his trimmed 
beard and stood, pacing the room. "How can | think about wives at a time like this?" Puzzled by 
his attitude, Nirva asked, "You mean with the King sick?" Votar shook his head and his chest 
length platinum hair moved about, and then he replied, "No. The King has been like a father to 
me, and we've known for nearly a season he could pass on. It's the other matter that weighs 


heavy on me." "You mean Man," Nirva dared only whisper. "Yes. Why have these vile creatures 
returned to our world? Why did they have to be found in my territory?" Votar questioned and 
then returned to his seat. "I wish we could kill them and be done. These animals don't deserve a 
trial, not after what their kind did." Nirva put a hand to the Duke's shoulder as he told him, "I 
know how you feel but if we did, wouldn't we be like them?" Votar spoke, "You are a wise 
advisor." He looked down at his desk, thinking and then commanded, "I wish to see their leaders. 
Bring them in." "At once," Nirva replied and then motioned to a guard. The guard left through 
the side door, returning sometime later with more guards and five prisoners. Four males and one 
female were shoved in wearing chains. The guards forced them to kneel with rods that produced 
an electrical shock, and the five prisoners cried out in pain, kneeling before the Duke. All 
the Necroms glared at Man with disgust as a few growled their disdain. Nirva stepped forward, 
motioning for a Jolt Rod and showed the weapon to Man as he questioned, "Nasty piece of 
equipment, isn't it? | imagine it feels as though lightning kisses you." None of the prisoners 
answered him. The males scowled as if they would rip him apart, and the female wept. The 
advisor circled them as he stated, "No magic as you might think. You see this white crystal at 
the end here..." Nirva lowered the weapon so they could see the crystal, and it glowed as he 
continued explaining, "This stone is what creates the charge. Any contact and..." He touched the 
stone floor, and the crystal sparked red, singeing it, and then he said, "Remember..." He handed 
the Jolt Rod back to the guard as he added, "Behave and you'll feel less of the rod." Nirva stepped 
back, nodding to the Duke. Votar crossed his arms, snarled, and then asked, "Which one of you 
is the leader?" Edward moved forward on his knees and his manacles rattled with his movements 
as he stated, "I am their Prince." "Why have you returned to Wellspring?" the Duke 
demanded. "We shipwrecked," Edward answered. "Perhaps they are an advance party for an 
invasion," Nirva suggested. Edward declared their innocence, "We are not attacking you. We 
were in search of a shorter route to the Isle of Kismet when water spouts hit our convoy sinking 
our ships." "I haven't heard of this isle nor does it matter why you are here," Votar said as he 
stood, slamming his palms on the desk. "Your forefathers committed atrocities against my people 
and for this, you'll be judged and punished." "Us!" Ardor shouted, pressing against his chains. 
"What about what your people did to ours? You nearly wiped us from existence." "Man..." Votar 
spoke as if the word was cancerous to his tongue, and then he questioned, "Who gave you 
permission to speak? Be silenced and save your defense for the Judgment Ring." He motioned to 
the guards and ordered them, "Take them away." "One moment before they go," Nirva stated as 
he grabbed a paper and writing utensil from the desk. "What are your names? We'll need them 
for the charge." None answered the advisor so Nirva pointed to the female and threatened, "If 
you will not tell me, we will have her tongue removed." Edward gnashed his teeth, feeling 
helpless to protect his wife and told them, "I am Edward, Prince of Fletching." "I am Virago, 
Princess of Morgog," she replied as she wiped tears from her eyes. "I am Grand Commander 
Ardor," he stated, looking for an opportunity to escape. "I am Commander Avarice," he spoke, 
worried and fearful for his life. "I am Lord Caliber," he replied, not as afraid as the others, knowing 
the plans he had put in motion. Nirva wrote down the names, and then he ordered, "You may 
take them away. | want a full account of the prisoners. The records must be accurate, so | want 
every name." The guards yanked the prisoners’ chains, bringing them to their feet and escorted 
them out the side door. Another guard entered through the front door. "Captain Cordon requests 
an audience." Votar slammed his fist on the table disgusted with Man. He felt defiled and then 


he answered the guard, "Send him in." Cordon entered, followed by Pluck and Zenba. For a long 
time Votar glared at the table, then he remembered his manners and looked up. He noticed the 
KellyZing first then his platinum eyebrow raised when he saw the female Necrom. His snarl faded 
into a grin as he questioned, "What is it, captain?" Cordon set the bottom of his spear on the 
floor, bowed, and then he said, "This Necrom was caught fighting in the City." "Fighting?" Votar 
uttered and then noticed the sword she carried in her hand. "As fascinating as she is, why bring 
her here? Our rules are clear." "I understand. | would have put her in prison, but she claims to be 
a High Guard from MayPah." "A High Guard?" Votar questioned, intrigued by the stranger. "I 
haven't heard of such an outfit." "Nor have I, so that is why | brought her before you," Cordon 
said as he motioned to Zenba. "The KellyZing claims the stranger had no knowledge of the rules 
of Shangra." "This is a trivial matter," Nirva snapped. "Take her to the Judgment Ring and have 
her wait for a trial like everyone else. The Duke has more important things to consider." "No, that 
is all right. | can decide on the matter of the beautiful stranger," Votar spoke as he turned to her. 
"What is your name?" She was surprised by his comment and didn't answer right away but then 
she replied, "Pluck." "Pluck, an exotic name," Votar stated as he looked at the letters from Boab 
and Raun, then put them in the desk drawer, and turned his attention back to the Necrom with 
the fiery-crimson mane. "Pluck, do you think you deserve imprisonment for your actions?" She 
straightened and stated, "If coming to the aid of someone in peril, if defending right is a 
crime, then yes. Throw me in the deepest darkest cell you have." "No," Votar replied and then 
said, "I don't think you deserve a cell. Come." He motioned beside himself and told her, "Come 
sit by me." Pluck was unsure and didn't move till Zenba nudged her. "Duke, do you want to know 
what happened?" Cordon asked. "No, | know all | need to know. You may go, captain." Cordon 
nodded and exited. A guard brought over a chair and set it across from the Duke and Pluck sat. 
Zenba rested on the desk. "What brings you to Shangra?" Votar asked as he relaxed back in his 
chair. Pluck considered her words before she said, "I'm looking for my people." Votar looked to 
his advisor, and then told her, "I haven't heard of any High Guards in Shangra. Actually, you're 
the first one I've met." Nirva stated, "Nor have I." "Who do you work for?" the Duke asked. Pluck 
glanced at Zenba, debating her answer. "The High Guards don't have an allegiance to any Necrom 
Royalty like a duke or baron. Their loyalty is to the Kingdom," Zenba replied. "They're a 
protectorate of the people in this time of uncertainty." "A group needed," Nirva commented. 
"But still who keeps them in line?" "The King," Zenba replied. Pluck glanced at the KellyZing with 
a look of panic, wondering what she was doing. "Interesting," Nirva replied as he stroked his 
braided gray beard. "Why doesn't Pluck come with us tomorrow when we make our journey to 
see the King? He should be pleased to see one of his High Guards." Zenba said, "We would be 
pleased to go with the Duke." Pluck's emerald eyes widened with horror, but she soon regained 
her composure. "Very well then," Votar said as he stood, very pleased with the news. "Stay as 
my guest tonight and tomorrow we go to Caldron." Pluck nodded, fearful to speak. She and Zenba 
left as a guard showed them to their room and once alone, she asked the KellyZing, "Why did you 
say all those things? None of them are true. Are you trying to get me killed?" "Are they untrue?" 
Zenba questioned, and then she stated, "Don't worry, everything will be fine." She flew to the 
window as she said, "I'll search for my brother and return with him shortly." "Wait, before you 
go..." Pluck said as she walked to the KellyZing, unsure if she should ask her question. "Did the 
Duke call me beautiful?" "Yes silly, why do you ask? Hasn't anyone ever called you beautiful?" 
Zenba thought at first Pluck was only pointing out that the Duke took notice of her. "No," Pluck 


replied, and then she added, "Except Fairah, but | thought she was being kind." "Oh..." Zenba said 
and stared into Pluck's face, seeing her sadness. She wondered how it would feel to be isolated 
from one's own people. Zenba flew to her as she glowed green, and she touched Pluck's 
panther nose as she told her, "You are quite beautiful." She winked and then added, "Though, | 
would watch out for any sharp-tongued male. Now as | said, l'Il be back shortly. Stay here." 


Chapter Ten 


In Prison 


The Shangra guards shoved the five prisoners back into their cramped pen. The Morgogs and 
Fletchings filled the city's largest cell, all four hundred and seven of them. The prison was built 
within caverns underneath the city's Judgment Ring and had stone floors and walls. Water 
dripped from stalactites high above their heads, moldy straw covered the lava rock, and City Rats 
scurried around them. A few of the men were sick, and all were hungry. Several cast iron buckets 
set around the cell, containing a black Blistering Coal which burned reddish blue. The long lasting 
fuel source that was the size of a fist lit up the dark room in violet but provided little 
warmth. Virago rushed into Lady Flaxen's arms, and both women wept. Edward looked around 
their dark musty prison, thankful no one had been injured during their capture, but that was the 
only blessing in their despair. "We should have fought," Avarice said as he grumbled, making his 
way to the center of the room. "Some of us might have escaped." The Morgog Commander 
turned, pointed at the Prince, and accused, "Instead this Fletching Dog tucked his tail. What the 
Phragg were you thinking? You are not fit to be Prince, yet alone the Emperor of the Five 
Kingdoms." "Watch your tongue!" Ardor threatened. "| am Grand Commander. You have no right 
to talk to Edward in this manner. Now be silent or | shall make you." "Hah!" Avarice mocked as 
he folded his arms. "You mean if you had a sword or have you forgotten the beasts took our 
weapons and armor! So your threat is empty." Ardor rushed over to Avarice and slammed him 
into the wall as eight Morgogs rose to come to their old commander's defense while other 
Morgogs and Fletchings stood to follow the Grand Commander. Outnumbered, the eight 
Morgogs sat back down. Ardor slammed Avarice into the wall again, and Ardor said, "There are 
other ways | can kill you, now..." He applied pressure to the Morgog's jaw with his elbow and told 
him, "I want you to find the farthest corner from here and go sit in it. If | so much as hear you 
speak, | shall kill you. This is your last warning. Am | understood?" Avarice nodded, so Ardor 
released him and ordered, "Now go, Dregg!" The old Morgog Commander smoothed his hand 
over his face, snarled, and walked off, followed by his eight loyal men. "By Fletching..." Ardor 
uttered, exhausted, and dropped to a sitting position. "If he was our only problem." "Yes," 
Edward wearily replied as he sat on the hard floor and leaned against a cold wall. "What of 
the Mystic Rose?" "The Necroms have it," Ardor answered as he put his hands over his head, 
feeling defeated. Even the reddish blue glow that encompassed the dreary cell proclaimed 
hopelessness. "They took everything, even our red capes." Virago continued to cry, smoothing 
her hands over her dirty fire red dress as she spoke, "They treat us like animals. What did we do 
to deserve this? | want to go home. | want my father." Flaxen attempted to console her but could 
only cry herself. "They treat us like we would treat them," Ardor said. "Or have you forgotten 
Pluck." He ran his hand through his long black hair. "The Creator has allowed this to happen so 
we might see our error." "The Grand Commander is right, here we are the monsters," Edward 
said and then rubbed his filthy face. "What happens now?" Flaxen asked. "There is to be a trial," 
Lord Caliber answered. | do not know when it is, only that we are to be tried for crimes Man 
committed during the Great War." "What crimes?" Virago wailed. "I do not know," Lord Caliber 
answered. "How is that fair?" Ardor asked as he slammed his fist into a wall. "I committed no 


crime against them." Lord Caliber joined Avarice in his corner away from the others. Lord Caliber 
made sure no one was watching them and then he said, "We cannot stay here." "I would agree, 
but how do we escape?" Avarice asked. "Perhaps a spell?" "I do have one, but | must rest. The 
spell shall take all my magic energy," Lord Caliber told him as his stern thin face darkened. "Our 
comrades shall wonder what has become of us." "I imagine Commery's army has landed its heavy 
artillery on MayPah Beach. They await our signal to attack," Avarice said. "Soon..." Lord Caliber 
started as his eyes gleamed. "The Golden Age of Morgog and Commery shall be reborn." He 
leaned to the commander's ear and instructed him, "Tell those loyal to you to be ready. We 
shall need the Princess to accomplish our goals." "How long till we attempt our escape?" Avarice 
asked. "I shall need a few sun's cycles, and then | shall call upon the dark spirits," Lord Caliber 
replied and then stroked his long inky-black goatee. "Look at them. They suspect nothing.” 


Chapter Eleven 


Caldron 


Dusk crept over Shangra as Velums went around the city, lighting lamps. The soft fire light and 
the roaring falls gave Shangra a soothing atmosphere. The city's gates were closed, and guards 
patrolled the streets as Zenba with her brother Zung fluttered through the window, illuminating 
the room with their green glow. Pluck paced, awaiting their return and when they did, she stated, 
"Finally, you're back. | wondered if you abandoned me in this strange place." "It was far more 
difficult to find my brother at the Judgment Ring," Zenba told her as she laid out on the bed, 
exhausted from flying. Zung laid beside her and informed Pluck, "They have captured your 
people. Their trial is to be held in five sun's cycles." "Why so long?" Zenba asked. "They're giving 
all the noblemen time to arrive. Word has gone out across all of Wellspring. Many Necroms will 
come even some from the other races." Pluck sat on the other side of the bed, and the KellyZings 
bounced with her added weight. Pluck questioned, "What can | do?" "Nothing, right now," Zung 
answered. "I'll see if | can land a position on their defense." "They'll be allowed a defense?" Pluck 
uttered. "I thought they would have been killed on sight." "Yes they will be allowed a defense, 
but | doubt they'll have a fair trial. Many Necroms hate the memory of Man and now with them 
among us..." he paused and said, "I fear their punishment will be severe." Pluck raked her hand 
through her fiery-crimson mane and then asked, "How can | go to Caldron tomorrow?" "What 
are you talking about?" Zung exclaimed as he sat up, looking to Zenba. "We are going to see the 
King," his sister replied. "So soon?" he declared and then he scratched his translucent jade 
pointed ear. "I see no better time," Zenba told him then she yawned as Zung nodded. "You don't 
understand," Pluck spoke up. "She told the Duke that the High Guards are known by the King and 
that I'm known by the King. What happens when | stand before him and he denies knowledge 
of my existence?" "In a way, you are known to him," Zung answered. "Just not by name." "What 
do you mean?" Pluck inquired. "I don't understand." She pointed to herself and asked, 
"How could he know of me but not my name?" "That will be explained to you at another time so 
for now, get some rest, the trip will be long," Zung told her then he and his sister flew up to the 
spare pillow and slept on it. Pluck loosened her clothes and laid on her stomach with her sword 
beside her. How could she rest knowing her Prince wasn't? She glanced at the KellyZings 
wondering what secrets they hid from her. Her tail stub moved back and forth as she imagined 
its long body swaying above her, and she saddened. Why was it she hated her cursed form but 
missed her tail? 


x k * 


The Duke's escort set out early the next morning as l-ues filled the sky. DraKa were large beast of 
burden which resembled giant salamanders with six legs and carried the group on their journey. 
External gills which looked like red feathery fans protruded from behind their heads one on each 
side. The beasts were slow but well suited for the wet region they would travel. Each orange and 
yellow DraKa had an Aviatrix riding on its neck while the passengers sat in a Howdah; they were 
boxed seats strapped to the beasts' backs. Aviatrix or pilots were female Femors which were the 
walking stick creatures, and they directed the beasts with notes from a small flute they carried 


around their necks. Pluck along with Zung and Zenba sitting on her shoulder, rode in the Duke's 
Howdah along with Nirva the Advisor. Ten Shangra Guards traveled on the DraKa ahead of them, 
and ten more traveled on the one behind. The only beast Pluck had ever ridden was the horse. 
The giant salamanders were different in their movements for they traveled by twisting their 
bodies, moving half their legs forward then the other half. Votar relaxed back in his seat, taking 
in the beautiful surroundings. Deluge the yellow rain forest laid between Shangra and Caldron. A 
spectrum of yellow colored the vegetation; saffron, canary, lemon, and a multitude of others, 
and several hundred species of birds lived in the wet world. Their songs rang throughout the sun's 
cycle as Votar looked to Pluck. She scanned the area, seeing all the different animals, and the 
smell of rain hung in the air. Pluck turned, catching the Duke staring at her, and he smiled, 
unwavering his gaze. Zung fluttered to the front of the seats followed by Zenba. They shimmered 
green till they landed, then he leaned to his sister, and stated, "It does seem the Duke has taken 
an interest in Pluck." "Yes," Zenba agreed. "But what are his intentions?" "We know he is being 
pressed to wed." "I know, but she isn't royalty, so what has caught his eye." "Or his heart," Zung 
spoke. "He might not be conscious of it, but maybe he senses her importance." Zenba said, "Or 
maybe he's looking for companionship these few sun's cycles we'll be in Caldron. He could be 
looking for someone to warm his bed." The DraKa convoy continued on through the rain forest 
as frequent showers fell from the sky. The Howdahs were covered by large cloths that shaded 
them and kept the rain off as the convoy neared a large river. Pluck continued to feel the Duke's 
stare, so she broke the awkwardness with a question. "I was wondering something. What are 
these large chains hanging down from the Howdah for?" She pointed to them as they hung over 
the DraKa and stated, "I see no purpose for them." Votar replied, "You do have an eye for detail." 
He turned, motioning to the river they were about to cross as he explained, "You see DraKa are 
well suited for both land and water. Instead of swimming atop the water, they swim through, 
and the Howdah lifts, floating on top of them." Pluck tilted her head and asked, "What about the 
Aviatrix?" "The Femor are able to hold their breaths for several nals so they are well suited to 
pilot the DraKas." She scratched her panther nose and then spoke, "If the Aviatrix directs the 
DraKas with their flutes, how are they able to do so under water?" "You are a curious one, aren't 
you?" he questioned. "The Aviatrix's flute is an enchanted instrument. It doesn't lose its sound 
underwater or in any environment. Also, each flute has a distinct sound that each DraKa has 
learned to obey and ignore the others and because of that, the beasts can travel in large groups 
and not become confused on which command to obey." The first Draka of the convoy walked 
down the sandy bank, entering the river then the second. Their gills fanned out, taking over their 
breathing, and the third DraKa followed. Pluck felt the Howdah lift as the beast submerged in the 
slow moving waters. The giant salamander's speed increased as it swam across the river and 
within twenty-five mites, the three DraKas reached the other bank. The beasts slowed, caught 
the boxed seats, and lifted the Howdah with their backs before leaving the water and once on 
land, the DraKas' pace slowed. The convoy continued on through the yellow rain forest and 
around high sun, the animals in Deluge went silent. The head DraKa stopped, startled by 
something. The beast groaned its fear and refused its Aviatrix's directions. The female Femor 
persisted, and the beast reluctantly complied. "What's happening?" one of the Shangra Guards 
in the first DraKa asked their pilot. "Something's out there!" the Aviatrix answered as she held 
her wooden flute from her mouth part, then bobbed her antenna, trying to hear what her beast 
did. "The DraKa's afraid." "Listen..." Nirva said as he held a hand to his cat ear. "Even the birds 


and animals of Deluge warn of danger." The convoy continued on ever watchful of the 
surrounding rain forest. First, they heard movement, bushes rustled to their left, to their right, 
and silence followed. Everyone tensed in the quiet, not knowing what would spook a large DraKa. 
Again the head beast stopped. "Turn the convoy around if the DraKa won't continue," Nirva 
commanded. "We are open to attack if we stand still." A howl rose from Deluge, and all the 
DraKas whined, panicked by what they heard and smelled. The Shangra Guards cringed and even 
Votar and Nirva were struck by fear, knowing the creature who made such a horrific sound. "It 
can't be!" Nirva uttered. "One of them wouldn't attack and shatter the uneasy peace between 
us." "Who?" Pluck asked, realizing she wasn't alone in what her keen senses detected. "I smell 
other Necroms surrounding us, but there is something else... A creature that reeks as if death 
hovers over it. One capable of frightening a DraKa and spreading fear throughout the convoy." 
She gripped the Lux's hilt. Many Necrom bandits screamed like wild cats, rushing the convoy 
armed with swords and knives. The Shangra Guards readied their spears, growling their own 
threats as the head DraKa stumbled back spooked. A Roth blocked the path, howled, and 
threatened them with his large sloth claws. The creature with the wolf's head and sloth's body 
had dark gray fur and a large scar ran over his left eye. The Shangra Guards threw their spears at 
the bandits, hitting nearly half of the dozen as the outlaws screamed in pain, falling to the 
ground, grabbing at the steel embedded in their flesh. The Aviatrixes tried settling the DraKas 
with their flute music as the battle continued. The Roth leaped on the head beast, attacked its 
Aviatrix, and killed her, then the DraKa went wild without its pilot to guide and console it. The 
giant salamander ran about, slamming into the bandits and the Duke's DraKa, and then the Roth 
howled, embedding its claws into the beast's skull. The DraKa screeched, tripped, and landed on 
its side as the guards it carried were thrown from its boxed seats. The bandits quickly overtook 
the injured guards, killing them while the fallen DraKa breathed heavily as pink blood soaked the 
ground. The Roth moved to the beast's side, slicing open its belly and guts and fluid gushed out. 
The wolf-sloth bit into the intestines, eating the flesh and looked to the Duke. Pink blood covered 
the Roth's thick fur as the wolf-sloth rushed for Votar's DraKa. The Aviatrix of the last DraKa urged 
her beast to block the Roth's path as the guards on board threw their spears. Several hit the Roth, 
slowing the creature with their impact, but their steel heads refused to penetrate his thick fur. 
The guards unloaded from the DraKa, some leaping down, others sliding off, drawing their 
swords. Furious, the Roth howled as he and his bandits neared the guards. Pluck stood to join 
the fight. "Sit," the Aviatrix ordered. "We are fleeing." The Aviatrix turned the Duke's DraKa with 
her flute command, leaving the cries of battle and the clang of steel behind them. They heard the 
Roth's raspy breathing as he pursued, and he quickly overtook them, climbing up to the Howdah. 
The wolf-sloth tore off the cloth cover with little effort, jumped into the box, grabbed the Duke 
with his three fingered hand, and lifted him by his throat. The Roth growled and barked as drool 
ran down his mouth, and then he spoke, "Duke of Shangra, King Malodor sends his 
regards." Votar unsheathed his talons, clawing at the creature's arm, but his efforts were 
futile. "The King of the Roth wishes to inform you he no longer considers the peace treaty 
between our peoples to be valid," he stated as he brought the Duke down to get in his face. "It 
would seem that puts you in a real fickle, seeing you have no weapons that can stop me." Votar 
gnashed his teeth, unable to breathe, and noticed the delight in the Roth's face. The 
creature's satisfaction vanished, replaced with panic as Pluck stood next to the wolf-sloth with 
her sword's blade against his throat. A trickle of green blood ran down from a small 


cut. "Enchanted sword... Phraggs! He said no one in Shangra possessed a magical weapon," the 
Roth spoke as he looked at her from the corner of his black eyes, growled, and added, "You cut 
me." "Release the Duke," Pluck demanded. "Or I'll do more than cut you." Zung and Zenba buzzed 
about the Roth's head angrily. The Roth snarled, setting the Duke down. "Now step back!" she 
roared as her eyes flashed green. The wolf-sloth did and raised his clawed hands above his head 
as Pluck kept her sword to his throat. Many Necroms rushed out of the forest. "Duke," one of the 
Shangra Guards shouted. "Are you all right?" "Yes, we have the Roth as our prisoner. Come and 
retrieve him." " Wait, " Pluck requested. " I have a question." She turned to the Roth and said, 
"You mentioned, He said no one possessed a magical weapon. Who is He?" Votar spoke up as he 
asked, "Did you mean Malodor your King?" The Roth told them, "If you only knew, but | will not 
tell you." Disgusted with the creature, the Duke commanded, "Take him!" Three guards climbed 
up the DraKa, taking the wolf-sloth into custody. "How do your men fare?" Nirva asked as he 
climbed down from the Howdah to look over the soldiers. "Eleven are dead and two are 
wounded," the guard answered as he scanned the forest. "As close as we are to Caldron, | think 
it best if we continue on. We should arrive before dark." "Agreed," Votar spoke, and then he 
moved to Pluck as she wiped the Roth's blood from her blade on the torn Howdah cloth and 
sheathed the Lux. He took her hand and told her, "Thank you." He gazed at her with his citron 
eyes as he spoke, "Never have I seen such courage from a female." His touch was warm, and his 
smile sincere. Pluck didn't know how to react and looked away from his intense yellow-green 
stare as she told him, "I'm a High Guard, this is my job." He lifted her hand, kissed it, and noticed 
the tattoo on her bare finger and said, "Still | owe you a debt of thanks." She blushed, a trait of 
Man she still possessed, not that anyone noticed for her beige fur. Pluck felt the warmth rush 
over her face as she started, "I ah..." "Duke, we should be on our way," Nirva said after he 
returned from examining the injured guards."We should carry the wounded in your 
Howdah." Votar nodded, took Pluck by the hand, and led her back to their seats as the KellyZings 
followed. The guards lifted their comrades into the Duke's boxed seats, and soon they were on 
their way. The DraKa convoy arrived at Caldron within four nals without further incident. The 
enormous castle was four times the size of Shangra and looked old like it had stood there for 
hundreds of seasons. The fortress didn't possess the beauty of Shangra with its drab gray stone 
structure. A high square wall surrounded the castle which sat on a hill and eight turrets stood 
within the wall, one at each corner and one in the middle of each side. Archers stood in the 
turrets as guards walked the walls. Caldron's only gate opened, and the two DraKas entered, 
greeted by the Castle Guards. The Necrom soldiers were dressed and armed like Shangra's 
Guards, but Caldron's armor was dull gray unlike the Great City's ornamental gold armor. "How 
went your trip, Duke?" Caldron's Captain asked. "Not well... My convoy was attacked. We lost 
one Draka, its Aviatrix, and eleven of my guards. A Roth led the attack, and we have him as our 
prisoner." The captain motioned to four of his men and ordered them, "Take the Roth to the 
dungeon. | want three guards on him at all times." "Yes, captain," his soldiers replied and took 
the Roth from the Shangra guards, leading him away. "How is the King?" Votar inquired as he 
climbed down from the Draka by rope ladder to the outer courtyard. "No change, he is still weak, 
but his spirits are high, anticipating your arrival and the other two dukes," the captain answered 
as he folded his arms, looking over what remained of the convoy. "Have the others arrived?" 
Nirva questioned as he straightened his multi-colored robe after dismounting. "Not yet. They 
aren't expected until tomorrow," the captain stated as he switched his spear to his other hand 


and scratched his black bearded chin. "Perhaps you should send out patrols to warn them of a 
possible attack," Nirva suggested, and then he walked to the wounded soldiers, checking on 
them. "The Roth Kingdom may be trying to interfere with who will be our future King." "I'll send 
two patrols at once," the captain said, and then looked to Pluck, Zung, and Zenba before stating, 
"| see you brought guests with you. I'll have quarters prepared for them." "Actually," Votar spoke 
up. "I would like a room prepared for them in my suite." The captain's eyebrow rose, and then 
he said, "I'll make arrangements." He motioned with his hand as he told them, "This way, please. 
King Solom wishes to see you." "With your permission Duke," Nirva began. "I will stay with the 
wounded men and see over their treatment." "Yes, of course," the Duke answered. "Keep me 
informed of their progress." 


Chapter Twelve 


King Solom 


Votar along with Pluck, Zung, and Zenba entered Solom's bed chamber. The Duke went to the 
King's side, took his hand, and kissed his ring. "It has been a long time," Votar said. The Necrom 
with dark gray hair and chestnut fur patted his hand as he stated, "Votar, you have come. You've 
allowed too many sun cycle's to go by between our visits." The Duke bowed and spoke, "My 
apologies. Times have been hectic. Not a few sun's cycles ago we captured a group of Man." Pluck 
turned to him as Votar mentioned her people. "Man you say... that is disturbing news," the King 
replied, and then he looked around, saw a female Necrom, and grinned, stroking his dark gray 
beard. "Have you finally selected a wife?" Votar was surprised Solom changed the subject so 
quickly, and then he introduced her, "This is Pluck, the KellyZing said she is known by you." He 
motioned to Pluck, fearful of the King's answer as he ordered her, "Come closer so Solom can see 
you." She did as commanded, and the King squinted, looking her over and said, "A fine choice. 
Have you selected a date yet?" Pluck's feline eyes widened as she uttered, "I'm not... I'm a 
warrior." Votar stepped forward and said, "She means she isn't of royal blood, but what of my 
question? Do you know her? Pluck says she's a High Guard." "You said there are KellyZings here? 
How many?" Solom asked, squinting to see them and then saw them on Pluck's shoulder. "Two," 
Votar answered. "Zung and Zenba." The King stated, "So the leader of my elite warriors is here, 
excellent, but we can talk of this matter at another time. | heard a Roth attacked your 
convoy." Votar sighed within, relieved Zenba spoke true of Pluck as he answered, "Yes, he had 
several Necrom bandits with him. | requested word be sent to the other dukes." The King told 
him, "Before he left, my captain told me a patrol would be sent to Gamemnon and Nehem." He 
coughed, and his next sentence was labored as he spoke, "They should... be safely in my castle by 
tomorrow... if all goes well." Solom coughed again and motioned to a glass of water on a table 
beside the bed, and Votar handed it to him. The King took a drink, coughed, and took another 
then Solom looked to the KellyZings. "It has been a long time since one of your kind has graced 
Caldron. Please stay and sit with me awhile. Tell me of your land and what changes have 
come." Zung said, "Yes, of course." He and his sister sat on the pillow next to the King's 
head. Solom looked to the Duke and ordered him, "Votar, take Pluck and show her around the 
castle." Votar motioned to the door with his hand as he spoke to the King, "We will start in the 
inner courtyard. She will love your garden." He turned to Pluck and told her, "This time of the 
season it's in bloom." 


x k * 


The Duke led Pluck toward the inner courtyard, and they heard voices from the main gate. They 
headed for the outer courtyard, coming upon a convoy of four DraKas. The orange and yellow 
beasts grumbled and stomped their legs for their tiredness, and Votar looked to the second 
DraKa. "Duke Gamemnon, you've arrived early," Votar said as he shaded his eyes, scanning the 
convoy. A few of Caldron's guards stood among Gamemnon's soldiers. "I see all is well." "Yes," 
the new Duke replied. His hair and beard were blond and so was his fur. Gamemnon 
said, "Caldron's guards spoke of a Roth attacking your convoy. You're blessed to have gotten out 


with your life. | guess it's a good thing | started on my trip a sun's cycle early." Gamemnon noticed 
the female Necrom carrying a sword and asked, "Who is your intriguing companion?" "This is 
Pluck and she's..." "She's?" a female Necrom uttered as she sat up from lounging in the third 
DraKa. She had black fur and platinum hair like Votar's. "Kabal, what are you doing here?" Votar 
asked. The Duchess straightened her long platinum hair and held out her hand as one of 
Gamemnon's guards helped her down the wooden boarding stairs. She answered, "Gamemnon 
was so kind as to invite me since my own sibling thought only to exclude me. Now..." She walked 
to them, circled Pluck slowly, and then questioned, "Who is she?" She pulled at Pluck's silky shirt 
and stroked her fiery-crimson mane before she spoke, "Not exactly who | imagined you with but 
taste is taste." Votar stated a bit irritated with her, "Sister, do not be rude." "Rude? On the 
contrary, I'm pleased to see you with someone. You have been alone for far too long. Since our 
mother's death, | had hoped you would find someone." "Yes, it is good," Gamemnon said and 
then laughed as he moved beside the Duchess, touching the top of her hand with his. "People 
were starting to talk." Votar noticed their hands caressing and wondered what Kabal was up to. 
She never showed any interest in Gamemnon, so why now? Was she wagering he would become 
the next King? Could this be the reason she had taken an interest in his own love life? Pluck felt 
uneasy around Gamemnon and Kabal. She didn't like the Duchess touching her and stroking her 
head like she was a child, but Pluck said nothing. She would be kind to Votar's sister and this talk 
of marriage, surely they were joking. Even if she liked Votar, he was a Necrom and she was a 
woman. He hated her kind. Pluck decided she had to put a stop to this kind of thinking. It was a 
distraction and she had to keep her focus on Edward and the others. "Has anyone heard word 
from Nehem?" Votar asked. "None yet," Gamemnon answered. "But we shouldn't worry, he isn't 
due till tomorrow." He headed into the castle. "I have asked Caldron's Captain to arrange a meal 
for me and my guards, why don't you join me?" "A fabulous idea," Kabal said. "While you males 
talk of business, Pluck and | can get more acquainted." Fear crossed Pluck's face and then she 
replied, "| would prefer to stay with the Duke." Pluck wished she could return to her room; she 
needed to talk to the KellyZings. She felt increasingly uncomfortable. The Duchess reminded her 
too much of Princess Virago. Pluck looked to a tree growing in the outer courtyard and for a 
moment, heard the wind rustle its yellow leaves. Edward... Pluck stood zocs away while he and 
the others rotted in prison. How could she have let Votar bring her there when she should be in 
Shangra? "Your companion seems distant," Gamemnon commented. "I am," Pluck replied. "I 
should be with my people." Her answer fascinated Gamemnon, and he questioned, "Your 
people?" "Pluck's a High Guard," Votar stated. "A protectorate of the people under the King's 
command." "A female a part of the military that is intriguing," Kabal stated as she took Pluck by 
the hand. "Come let us talk more of your way of life. We can meet up with the males later." Pluck 
resisted the Duchess’ pull as she told Kabal, "I wish to..." Gamemnon turned to Votar and said, 
"Speaking of protecting the people, | heard Man has returned." His expression became serious 
as he added, "I heard they practice the dark arts, that they are wild and violent, they sacrifice 
their first born to strange gods, and they're dirty and smell." Pluck wanted to speak up to correct 
the Duke. "Yes, I've also heard those things," Votar replied as he grew concern. "But all | 
witnessed was fear." "Tell me, is it true..." Gamemnon started. "Do their females run around 
naked, humping anything that crosses their path?" "That's vulgar..." Kabal said as she released 
Pluck, slapping him on the shoulder. "You shouldn't say such things..." She looked around and 
then added, "At least out in public." Pluck couldn't believe the horrible things they said and 


looked to Votr, hoping he would quiet them. "No," Votar said. "They were clothed, at least the 
one | saw." Pluck followed them as the group walked on and then they stopped outside the 
banquet hall. "But their eyes..." Votar uttered as he faced the others. "| could see the hatred in 
their eyes." Pluck felt as though she stood back at the camp while the Fletchings and the Morgogs 
stared at her with their hate filled eyes. The people who surrounded her now, knew not that their 
hatred was also directed at her but for a different reason. Pluck didn't want to be there anymore; 
she wanted to flee from the castle. Votar peaked Gamemnon's curiosity, and Gamemnon asked, 
"What did it feel like to stand near one?" "Like | needed a bath," Votar replied and then snarled. 
"Just thinking about them makes my fur stand on end. | think the lot of them should be 
destroyed." Pluck felt sick. She knew Votar disliked her people, but never did she imagine he felt 
that way. "Are we not better than them?" Kabal asked. "We should put them on trial and 
sentence them to death. We are not beasts." She noticed her brother's companion and told her, 
"Pluck you look ill. Come let's go to the courtyard and get some fresh air." Pluck nodded, wanting 
to leave Votar's side. 


x k * 


King Solom waited till Votar and Pluck left his bed chamber and then he looked to the KellyZings 
and spoke, "There's only one reason one of your kind would come to Caldron; you've found the 
Serviatrix." "We believe we have," Zung answered. "As the Prophecy states, the Serviatrix would 
appear when Man returns. The Warrior of High would be a Necrom not born a Necrom. The 
Serviatrix would have hair like a Fire Lion and a tail that would be lost." "You suspect this female 
is the one. l'd always imagined the Serviatrix to be a male," Solom stated, and then he thought 
for a moment, wondering if it could be true. He said, "I would like to see this tail of hers." "We 
more than suspect. One of the Caldron's Prophecies was fulfilled in a manner that can't be 
duplicated," Zung said as he referred to Pluck's curse. "Whether the Serviatrix is male or female, 
remember Sage Temple's Prophecy spoke of a daughter of a King." "Ah, yes | had forgotten." "As 
for her tail, | saw a Man cut it off," Zung said as he made four fists, remembering the sight 
he witnessed in the Morgog's camp. "She does have a stub to prove she once had one." "A Man! 
Is he among the ones captured?" Solom questioned, and then he snarled. "I will have his head!" "| 
don't know," Zung replied and then paused, waiting for the King to speak and when he 
didn't, Zung said, "Our forefathers promised your forefathers at the end of the Age of Magic that 
the KellyZings would watch for the Serviatrix. Our part is complete. What happens now?" Solom's 
rage faded to a smile as he stated, "I will proclaim her arrival." "Hear what we have to say first," 
Zung told him as he knew even the King carried the hatred. "The part of the prophecy that speaks 
of a Necrom not born a Necrom." Solom said, "Yes. What of it?" "Well..." Zung started as he 
wondered how to put it. "She's of Man," Zenba answered, not able to wait on her brother. "We 
have seen her red blood, and she told us a curse gave her her form. Beneath the appearance of 
a Necrom is a woman." "No..." Solom uttered. "The Necroms will never accept her even in their 
darkest hour." He coughed, and then he asked, "Are you sure she's the one?" "As sure as anyone 
can be," Zung answered. "Fass!" Solom yelled as he slammed his fist on the bed. "What is the 
Creator thinking?" Zenba flew to the King, landed on his chest, put a hand to his furry chestnut 
cheek, and told him, "Perhaps to end the feud between his creations." "Don't let any Necrom 
hear you say such blasphemy. We are taught Man is of the Despiser." Zenba questioned, "Are all 
teachings true? The hatred between you..." "What of the others of Man?" Solom 


interrupted. Zenba frowned, knowing he wouldn't hear her out. Zung put a hand to his sister's 
shoulder as he answered the King, "They are in prison, but are not the only ones on Wellspring. 
An army is massing on the coast of MayPah. A war could erupt if they try to rescue their 
kind." Solom's dark gray brow wrinkled with worry and then he questioned, "Could this be the 
foretold Darkness that would engulf our land?" "I don't know," Zung answered. "What should we 
do?" Zenba asked. "Bring Pluck to me. | wish to see this would be Serviatrix." The KellyZings 
nodded as they fluttered above Solom's head, casting a shimmering green glow on his face and 
headed out. 


x k * 


Duchess Kabal took Pluck by the hand and led her to a bench in the inner courtyard. A diversity 
of flowers surrounded them, and their sweet scents filled the air. The setting sun neared the 
castle walls as Kabal sat, motioning to the empty space beside her. "Join me," the Duchess 
insisted. Pluck frowned, wishing to be elsewhere and then sat and placed her sword on her 
lap. "Tell me about you and Votar," Kabal began. "What is there to say? We met yesterday," Pluck 
answered her, and then she listened to the wind sweep through the castle halls and across the 
flowers. She liked this place, but many things weighed on her. "How did you meet?" Kabal 
asked. "Cordon the Captain of Shangra's guards brought me before the Duke?" Scandalous... 
Kabal wondered what the people would think when they found out. Kabal then asked, "For what 
reason?" "For fighting," Pluck replied. "Two Necroms harassed a Velum couple, so | came to their 
aid. | didn't know fighting was prohibited in Shangra." "You can use the sword and you're a female 
warrior." A hint of mystery surrounded Votar's companion, and Kabal knew it. The air around 
Pluck was exotic and strange. Even her hair wasn't hair but a mane. Pluck smoothed her hand 
over the Lux's black scabbard still feeling ill as she gathered enough courage to say, "I was 
wondering something. Why does everyone imply that the Duke and | are to marry? As he said, I'm 
not of royal blood and besides, | have no desire to wed. | have more pressing things | must do." 
She rested her hand on the sword's silver steel hilt as she added, "I'm a High Guard." Kabal was 
puzzled by this female's ignorance of her own culture as she told her, "Every Necrom knows we 
don't have to marry royalty." Another thing that bewildered Kabal was Pluck's lack of ambition. 
Didn't Pluck know her brother could be the next leader of the Necroms? Kabal said, "Time is 
running short for my brother. Before he or any of the other dukes can become King, they should 
be married." "Should? So it's not law," Pluck stated, then thought of Edward and Virago, and 
asked, "Was an arranged marriage ever made?" "One was, but his fiancee and her guards 
disappeared while traveling to Shangra nearly a season ago. In his heart, | do believe he misses 
her though he never talks of her," Kabal replied. She wanted to know everything about this 
fascinating female so she requested, "Tell me your life's story. | want to hear everything. You 
must have lived an exciting life full of adventure and maybe even love." Pluck faced her and 
paused still feeling hurt over what Votar had said as she told her, "You don't want to hear my 
story; it's sad and may end badly." May end badly? What did Pluck mean by that? Kabal started 
to ask but before she could say anything, the KellyZings flew in. "Pluck, there you are," Zung 
began. "The King wishes to see you." 


Chapter Thirteen 
Prophecy 


The KellyZings escorted Pluck to the King's bed chamber and there, two castle guards opened the 
double doors, allowing them in. Flames roared in the fireplace, giving the room a warm glow as 
burning cedar scented the air, and a single window let in a breeze. Outside and across from the 
castle, the setting sun neared the tops of the trees of the yellow rainforest. Pluck felt 
apprehensive about meeting the King again. Why did he claim she was the leader of his 
elite warriors? He must know they had never met. She glanced at Zenba and Zung as the doors 
closed behind them. The KellyZings hid something from her since they met. Would she finally be 
told what that something was? They halted before Solom's bed as he slept, purring like a happy 
cat. Zung flew to the King's shoulder and whispered. Solom stopped purring, opened his amber 
eyes, blinked, and focused on the three before him. "The Serviatrix..." he mumbled, coughed, 
and sat up. Pluck noticed he looked at her differently. Was it hatred? Did he know she was a 
woman? "I hoped... yet dreaded seeing you in my lifetime," Solom started as he squinted. "Come 
closer..." He waved her forward and then said, "| don't see much difference between you and my 
kind." The King displayed disgust as he spoke, "To think one of Man is our would be savior." It 
was as Pluck feared; he knew what she was. Would he throw her in prison like the others of 
her kind? Solom smoothed his dark gray mustache and beard as he said, "I'm ready. Let me see 
it." Her face wrinkled with bewilderment as she looked to Zenba then back to the King as Pluck 
inquired, "See what?" Solom leaned forward, whispering, "Your tail. The KellyZings told me you 
have one." Pluck stepped back as she uttered, "I don't understand." She glanced at Zung then to 
Zenba as she questioned, "Why have you brought me here?" The King leaned back confused by 
her reaction, and then he asked, "Didn't they tell you?" His face softened a bit as he said, "Forgive 
me, | thought they had." He frowned at the KellyZings as he added, "You should have told 
her." "We will," Zenba started. "Tomorrow we're going to take her to the catacombs with your 
permission, then she can see for herself." Frustrated with all the evasiveness, Pluck questioned, 
"See what? What are you hiding from me?" Her emerald eyes sparked with anger. "You finagled 
me away from Shangra... from my Prince. For what? | want to know or | will leave." She shook 
her head, changed her mind, and roared, "No! I'm leaving now." She turned, storming for the 
door. "Please wait!" Solom yelled as he stretched his hand after her. "I..." He looked to the 
KellyZings first, and then he said, "We believe you're the one mentioned in a prophecy about a 
Necrom not born a Necrom who would have a tail." He coughed and leaned back as he said, "If 
you don't have a tail, then it doesn't matter and the KellyZings wasted your time but if you do, | 
must see it. | must know there is hope for my people before | pass on." "Hope?" Pluck exclaimed 
as she halted, angry at the King. "You know | am of Man as you put it." She faced him and said, "I 
see the hatred in your eyes. What could | possibly do for your people? If they knew what | was, 
what would they do to me?" She thought probably no less than her own. Solom bowed his head, 
ashamed of his actions as he stated, "The prophecy says you will unite us to fight a coming 
darkness." Pluck laughed and said, "I can't help you unless..." Her face brightened with hope as 
she asked, "Do you have the power to release my people? Set them free and give them two ships 
so they may leave this place?" Solom sighed, shook his head, and told her, "I have not the power. 


| may be King, but they would have my head if | released Man." She turned from him and stated, 
"Then I can't help you. Tomorrow | return to Shangra." Pluck left, heading for her room. Zung sat 
on the bed and his sister joined him as he inquired, "Now what do we do?" "What chance do her 
people have?" the King asked. "None," Zung answered. "They will be convicted and sentenced to 
death." "Then you must find a way to save them or my people will be doomed," the King replied. 
"Perhaps all those who live on Wellspring will be doomed." "I'll return to Shangra," Zung 
answered. "There are many books I need to review. Perhaps I'll find something long forgotten to 
help Man." "Take one of my Carrier Falcons," Solom commanded. "You can ride on its back. If 
you leave now, you can be in Shangra before dark." Zung nodded and fluttered out. Solom turned 
to Zenba and questioned her, "What will you do?" She answered him, "I'll try to convince Pluck 
to help us." Solom placed his hands on his chest and stared at the ceiling as he inquired, "How 
will you do that?" Zenba shimmered to the door, casting a green glow on the wood as she told 
him, "I will take her to the catacombs tonight. Perhaps the prophecies will convince her." 


x * * 


Votar and Gamemnon ate and drank in the Great Hall along with their guards. Necrom, Femor, 
and Velum servants came in and out carrying food and wine. The room was large and held a long 
rectangular table as a fire roared at the far end. Gamemnon took a large bite of Kup meat as he 
questioned, "What more can you tell me of Man?" Votar told him, "I tire of this conversation. Let 
us speak of something else." Disappointed they would leave the discussion on Man, Gamemnon 
questioned, "What will we speak of?" He eyed a female Necrom as she carried a tray of Orb Pears 
and a necklace of the Fire Lion adorned her neck. He exclaimed, "Ahh... One of the signs." He 
turned his attention back to the Duke of Shangra and questioned him, "What about the prophecy 
of the Serviatrix?" Votar leaned back and said, "I recall as cubs talking of him. Such fascinating 
conversations we had." Gamemnon stroked his blond beard as he asked, "Can you recite the 
prophecy?" "It has been a long time since I've thought of it," Votar admitted as he picked up a 
bunch of Cobalt Grapes. "Why would you bring it up?" He plucked a few juicy spheres, popping 
them into his mouth. Gamemnon leaned to him and asked, "Do you remember the first line of 
Caldron's Prophecy?" Votar thought for a moment and then started, "At the dawn... something 
about the dawn..." He stated, "It seems I've let it slip from my mind." He lifted his goblet, taking 
a drink of wine. "You haven't answered my question. Why bring it up?" Gamemnon told him, 
"The King taught us to be vigilant, and the first step to this vigilance is remembering the 
prophecy." Votar almost laughed as he said, "You mean you believe in the Serviatrix. Come on 
now. He's only amyth, a story to give the people hope whenever hardship falls upon 
them." Gamemnon leaned back shocked by his declaration and then questioned, "You don't 
believe. Your passion for the prophecies when we were younger... | always assumed..." He 
shrugged and then said, "Maybe | don't know you as well as | thought, my friend." Votar told him, 
"We're all hiding some small secret. Now..." He picked his teeth with one of his claws and then 
questioned, "Why bring it up? You've peaked my curiosity." "The first line..." Gamemnon started, 
knowing his knowledge gave him some power over the Duke of Shangra. "At the dawn of Man's 
return, the Serviatrix will appear." Votar's face wrinkled, thinking they thought Man was a myth 
yet here they were. Would the Serviatrix show himself? Was some darkness coming upon 
Wellspring? Votar replied, "Man is here, yes, but that means a plague has fallen upon the land, 
not that the Serviatrix has come." "True," Gamemnon spoke and then questioned, "Wouldn't it 


be wise to watch for more signs?" "You are right, my friend. Why don't you do so?" "Me?" the 
Duke of Torlawn questioned as he pointed to himself. "Yes, you know the prophecies. You could 
assign a task force to search for the Serviatrix if he does exist." Gamemnon considered it. What 
if the Serviatrix had come? What of his plans? He told Votar, "I will. Now..." He finished his wine 
and held out the goblet for more as he said, "Tell me of Pluck." 


x * * 


Zenba fluttered down the hall after leaving the King's bedchamber as she called out, "Pluck 
wait!" She hurried on trying to ignore the fairy like creature but when Zenba persisted, Pluck 
inquired, "What more do you want of me, KellyZing?" "A chance," Zenba told her as she reached 
her side and tugged on her silky white shirt. "A chance?" Pluck asked as she faced her. "You want 
my help yet you're unwilling to aid my people." "Untrue," Zenba said as she sounded out of 
breath. "Zung is on his way to Shangra. If there's a way to save your people, he'll find it." Pluck 
said, "Talk then... I'm going nowhere till in the morning." "Actually | want to show you 
something," Zenba told her as she flew ahead. "Follow me." Pluck rubbed her neck tired and 
followed as the KellyZing led her to a spiraling staircase. Her footsteps echoed as Pluck walked 
down the steps. Zenba stopped at each unlit torch and ignited it by striking her crystal hard upper 
hand against its partner generating a spark. The spark ignited the oil drenched rags and soon 
several torches lit up the rough gray stones. At the bottom, many dead Necroms laid in combs 
throughout the crypt, and the air smelled old and musty. Pluck followed the KellyZing to a large 
room which housed no dead. Zenba flew around, lighting candles till the room glowed with fire 
light, revealing that drawings and words covered the walls. The KellyZing sat on Pluck's 
shoulder. "This is the prophecy," Zenba explained as she pointed to the wall just right of the 
entrance. "At the dawn of Man's return, the Serviatrix will appear. A Warrior of High. A Necrom 
not born a Necrom. One alone in two worlds. You will know the Serviatrix for the Serviatrix will 
have hair like the Fire Lion and a tail, but the tail will be lost. Be vigilant of Array and Auror for on 
the eve when the Lesser is Greater the sign will return." Zenba motioned to a new section and 
continued, "A great darkness will come, consuming Wellspring's light. The Serviatrix will bridge 
the gap, uniting the land, and from this unity will come victory." Zenba turned to the High Guard 
and said, "Hundreds upon hundreds of seasons the KellyZings have been watchful, waiting for 
the Serviatrix. We believe you're her." Pluck stared at the pictures and strange writings and 
remembered Gamemnon and Votar's conversation about her people. She stated, "I can't." "What 
do you mean?" Zenba questioned. Pluck walked to a drawing of a Necrom with a tail and 
smoothed her hand over the rough surface. She said, "Even if | am this so called Serviatrix, | can't 
be a hero for the Necroms." She turned to the KellyZing with her emerald feline eyes filled with 
sadness as she stated, "They hate my kind." "You don't have to tell them what you..." "I won't 
hide what | am any longer," Pluck interrupted and rubbed her shoulder as she remembered the 
scars on her back. "Only heartache and pain can come from it." Zenba pleaded, "It's not only the 
Necroms who will need you but all of Wellspring." Pluck said, "Continue your search for you 
haven't found your Serviatrix." "But..." "I'm sorry Zenba," Pluck spoke as she started out. "I can't. 
| won't." 


x k * 


Early the next sun's cycle, Pluck arose, gathering supplies for her trip back to Shangra. Two 
Castle Guards and an Aviatrix prepared a DraKa at the King's command. Pluck climbed the rope 
ladder to the Howdah, placing her supplies within as Zenba flew up to the boxed seats, saying 
nothing just sat, frowning. Pluck tried ignoring the KellyZing's pout, but she couldn't. A feeling 
nagged at her like she neglected a responsibility. An archer on the castle's outer wall shouted, "A 
convoy approaches." The gates opened, and a battered DraKa staggered in, followed by four 
pummeled Necrom soldiers. "The Duke was injured," one of them yelled. "He needs 
help." "Votar?" Pluck uttered as she leaped from her DraKa to the staggering beast and reached 
the Duke's side, finding orange-yellow gore covered the Howdah. She knelt, realizing the injured 
Necrom wasn't Votar and felt relieved. The Necrom laid on the floor and stared at her with glassy 
dark blue eyes. "How is Duke Nehem?" one of his guards asked. Pluck closed his eyelids as she 
told him, "Dead." She stood, seeing Votar and Gamemnon rush into the courtyard. The Captain 
of the Castle Guards approached them as he told the dukes, "It's Nehem. He's dead." Votar 
looked to Nehem's guards and questioned them, "What happened? Was it a Roth?" "Or perhaps 
Man?" Gamemnon added. "We don't know," a guard replied. "It wasn't a Roth, and I don't believe 
it was Man." "What do you mean, you don't believe?" Gamemnon demanded. The guard leaned 
on the wall shaking. Votar couldn't tell if it was for tiredness or fear as the guard spoke, 
"Whatever it was, it was like an evil wind moving fast and unseen. Before we knew what was 
happening, it killed all but four of us and all we could do was run." He rubbed his hand over his 
blood splattered face as he added, "I've never experienced anything like it. | pray never to 
again." The captain ordered, "Double the guard. It could be coming here." "Could this second 
assassin be in league with the Roth?" Gamemnon questioned. "I don't know, but it does warrant 
investigating," Votar replied as he patted his friend's back. "Of the three of us, you and Nehem 
were the closest. Why don't you see to him and let his family know?" Gamemnon spoke, "Yes, | 
think it would be best." Nirva walked into the courtyard and said, "Votar, | heard what happened 
to Nehem." He paused and then said, "This along with the attempt on your life..." He lowered his 
voice as he spoke, "It's apparent both you and Gamemnon are in danger." Votar remembered his 
friend and thought it had been many seasons since he last saw him. He remembered the good 
times they had when they were younger. Nehem would be missed. Votar ordered, "Send word 
to Shangra. They're] to close all but the north gate and then have them set up extra security 
and check those coming in. The Roth are no longer permitted in the city." He looked to the 
wounded Draka as he added, "Inform my guards we leave in a nal and those who can't travel can 
stay here till their wounds heal." "At once," Nirva replied and then headed into the castle. Votar 
shook his head; he couldn't believe the treachery at work. Pluck jumped down from Nehem's 
DraKa. Votar looked to her then to the second DraKa as Kabal entered the courtyard, but she 
stayed in the background. He realized Pluck's plan and asked her, "Were you going to leave 
without telling me?" She approached him as she admitted, "Yes." Her answer hurt him as he 
inquired, "Why?" Pluck felt she must let him know and told him, "I need to return to my 
people." He was happy for her as he said, "Then you have found them?" Pluck was tired of hiding 
and tired of not facing up to the truth, so she answered, "Yes." "Where are 
they?" "Shangra." "Then | imagine you'll be leaving shortly after reuniting with them," Votar said. 
"Please..." He stepped toward her. There was something about Pluck that he yearned for, and he 
wanted her to remain by his side. Votar requested, "Stay with me a little longer. | wish to have 
your company." Pluck didn't understand why this was so hard for her to say goodbye. She told 


him, "I can't." Votar grabbed her hands and demanded, "Why can't you?" She turned, pulling 
away as she started, "I'm..." Her heart ached. Why did it hurt so much? Surely she didn't love 
him. Pluck started again, "I'm..." Votar was a Necrom and one that despised her people. He 
just didn't know he hated her and it would be better if he knew. Pluck faced him, her heart sinking 
and she told him, finally revealing the truth, "Man." Votar threw up his hands as he stated, "I 
know... | know..." He turned from her as if rejecting her. Pluck didn't know how to react. How did 
he know? She started to ask, "How..?" He turned back and said, "With this coming trial, Man will 
be taking up much of my time." Votar looked to her, considered something, and then asked her, 
"What if | put you in charge of their care? I'm sure the King would allow you some time away 
from your High Guard duties to assist me." He placed his hands on her shoulders as he told her, 
"It would free up my time and give you a reason to stay in Shangra." Pluck uttered, "I... ah..." "It's 
settled," he told her and then kissed her on the cheek. "Give me a nal, and I'll be ready to go." 
His pleased expression changed to worry as he said, "There's the matter of the second assassin 
still on the loose. I'll see if Solom can spare some guards to escort us back to the City." He hurried 
into the castle. Kabal moved out of the way as her brother rushed past her and then she looked 
to Votar's companion as her eyes narrowed with suspicion. Pluck stood, mouth gaped, and 
touched the side of her cheek. How did this happen? She was supposed to have told him the 
truth. How was she going to get out of this mess? She considered her new situation. Or was it a 
blessing? She climbed into the Howdah. Zenba sat with her four arms crossed, hiding a smirk as 
she said, "Funny how things happen, huh?" 


Chapter Fourteen 


Return To Shangra 


The DraKa convoy moved through Deluge's lush yellow rainforest. Five beasts with their 
pilots trudged through the mud as Shangra and Caldron's guards tensed, traveling through the 
dense vegetation. Somewhere in the forest laid their enemy. They heard Nehem's guards tell of 
an invisible assassin and feared an attack. Votar relaxed in the Howdah, hiding his dread from 
Pluck. Most likely there would be another attempt on his life. He would feel much better once 
they reached the safety of his city. Pluck was also anxious to reach Shangra but for a different 
reason. She wanted to know how her people were. How had the Necroms treated them? Had 
any of them been injured or killed? She sat at the front of the Howdah along with the KellyZing, 
and Pluck sighed for the slowness of the DraKas. "Don't worry," Zenba said. "We'll be in Shangra 
soon." "Yes," Votar added. "You need not fear the Roth. We brought two of Caldron's archers. 
They have enchanted arrows, and this time if the Roth wishes to attack us, we can fight 
back." Pluck let him think his words comforted her. Her thoughts were zocs away from the 
Necrom's problems. She had to figure out how to free her people and since she was given charge 
of their care, it put her in position to do so. Pluck stared at the yellow vegetation, letting her mind 
roam. How was Edward? How would he react to seeing her again? Her wandering went deeper. 
Did he order her flogging or were Avarice and Lord Caliber up to something? 


* k * 


Drip... Drip... Water falling from the stalactites to the lava floor was constant as were the 
smothering emotions of dread and hopelessness. Drip... Drip... Ardor paced the cell; he couldn't 
stand imprisonment or the feelings suffocating him. He grabbed the metal bars, peering into the 
corridor as two Necroms stood watch over them. At least for the moment, the beasts weren't 
burning them with their Jolt Rods. He looked to the center of the room where Edward held 
the Princess in his arms, trying to console her. The gold medallion he wore flickered in the reddish 
blue light of the Blistering Coals. The Grand Commander felt sick. They received little food and 
water, but that wasn't to blame for the nausea. He failed Edward... Han... and even Pluck. How 
many more would suffer or die because of him? Melee sat alongside Lady Flaxen and her guard 
Brio, and she placed her head on the High Guard's shoulder, finding some comfort. Melee leaned 
back, hoping. Even in their dismal surroundings, he prayed Pluck lived and that she was safe. Brio 
focused on the only thing he could, the safety of the Lady. Fracas, Sinew, Parry, and Vim sat in a 
group along with other Fletching and Morgog soldiers and sailors. The red headed Fracas grabbed 
handfuls of sand, letting it fall from his fist. Sinew rubbed the top of his no longer shaven head. 
Back and forth he smoothed his hand over the black stubs. Parry watched the tracker and the 
head archer while stroking his blond goatee. Vim scratched his hairy chest, missing the 
black armor that once protected it and now only a dingy under shirt covered him. Despair like 
filth clung to them, saturated the air they breathed and filled their hearts with gloom. Avarice 
neared the bars in another section far from Ardor. He searched the corridor, found the Necroms 
eating, and returned to Lord Caliber's side. They along with eight Morgogs soldiers huddled in 
a corner away from the others. "The beasts have taken their break," Avarice said as he sat so he 


could watch the corridor. "Whatever magic you're going to cast you better do it now." Lord 
Caliber told him, "The nine of you stand close, forming a half circle. Do this so the others 
cannot see." Avarice and his men complied and then Lord Caliber chanted in an archaic language 
long forgotten by Man as a small ebony sphere appeared before his thin face. The ball grew as 
he chanted till it was taller than a man, the sphere moved to the wall, and an opening appeared, 
swirling with black matter speckled with silver. The hole swallowed the reddish blue glow around 
it and cast the area in darkness. The Morgogs stared at the opening, hearing an ocean break 
against a shore and that sound filled the cell. Edward and the others stood, seeing the black hole 
in the wall and moved toward them. The Prince and Virago were in the front. "Quickly, enter it," 
Lord Caliber commanded. Avarice and the eight ran into the ebony vortex as Lord Caliber stood 
with a large grin. He reached into his robe and removed a small metal ball the Necroms had 
missed. Virago gasped, noticing the vortex and then she uttered, "You practice the dark 
arts?" Melee remembered the incident in front of Purveyor's store and said, "You're the beggar 
who killed Matt the bandit. He too walked through solid objects." "Yes, | couldn't have that 
wretched dog confess Morgog hired him to abduct the Prince, nor shall you find out any more of 
our plans," he told them and then threw the ball, hitting Edward in the chest, and the Prince 
collapsed to his knees for the pain as Lord Caliber grabbed the Princess. "NO!" Vim yelled, rushed 
the lord, and punched him in the face, and then forced the Princess from Lord Caliber's grasp. 
Several Morgog soldiers moved to Vim's side as one took Virago to safety. "Traitor!" Lord Caliber 
screeched, holding his bruised jaw. "Avarice was right about you. You're no true Morgog." He 
glared at the rest of the Sentinels as he told them, "Nor are any of you." He lifted his hand, giving 
them the sign of evil by pointing his pinky and index fingers at them. "For this, your fate shall be 
the same as the Fletching Vermin!" He turned, disappearing into the portal and once Lord Caliber 
entered, the opening vanished, leaving a stone wall. Ardor rushed to the Prince's side when the 
ball hit him and examined Edward. The Prince gasped, holding his chest and the Grand 
Commander's brown eyes flashed with rage as he shouted, "By Fletching! You shall pay, 
Morgog!" He stood, racing for Lord Caliber but by then, the lord grabbed the Princess and 
Vim rescued her. Ardor and the Morgog Second glanced at one another after the portal closed. 
They were helpless to go after Avarice and the others. Once Lord Caliber left, Virago rushed to 
Edward's side, and she said, "You are hurt." She put her cheek to his careful not to touch his 
chest. "I am fine," Edward told her still gasping. "Just got the wind knocked out of me." He sat 
up, grabbed her shoulder, and asked her, "Did Lord Caliber speak true? Are you... conspiring 
against me... against Fletching?" "No, my love," she answered as she touched his hand, reassuring 
him. "Whatever Avarice and Lord Caliber planned, they did so on their own accord." "What is this 
ruckus?" a Necrom barked as he approached the bars, looking into the cell and over the stink of 
the cell, he smelled salty air. The Head Guard walked up beside him, glared at Man, and 
questioned them, "Causing trouble again?" He roared, calling in more guards. Five more Necroms 
appeared with Jolt Rods as one guard unlocked the cell and allowed five to enter and left two 
outside. "Face the wall," they ordered, forcing the men to comply with their Jolt Rods. "Get up!" 
a guard commanded the Prince and when Edward reacted too slow, the guard jolted him 
repeatedly. The Prince tensed for the pain. Ardor, Melee, and a few others turned and received 
their own taste of the Rod. "Stop it!" Virago yelled as she threw her body across Edward's. "You 
are hurting him." "Get out of the way female," the Head Guard ordered as he approached, then 
prodded the Princess, and she screamed from the burn. "Head Guard," a Necrom shouted, 


rushing to the cell. He faced the bars, ceasing his attack as he questioned, "What is it?" The 
Necrom caught his breath and then he told him, "The Duke has appointed a special Warden 
for Man." The Head Guard asked, "How long till he gets here?" The Necrom motioned down the 
corridor and told him, "She's already here." Pluck waited for the door to be unlocked and walked 
in, covering her nose for the foul odor of excrement. The conditions of the cell shocked her as 
she glanced around, seeing no one for they faced the wall, that is except Edward and Virago. She 
walked to the Head Guard and said, "I am Pluck." Edward and Virago's eyes widened with horror, 
not only did Necroms exist, and they'd been captured and tortured by them, but the dead had 
risen to take her revenge. The Head Guard snarled as he asked, "Does the Duke think me 
incompetent to see over these filthy beasts?" Pluck looked at the weapon he held and 
questioned him, "What is that?" Pluck held out her hand for it. Another guard handed her his 
pole. "It's a Jolt Rod," the Head Guard told her as he smoothed his hand over the wooden pole. 
The crystal at the tip glowed a constant white. "Very effective in dealing with these beasts!" He 
turned, prodding the Princess three more times and with each stick, the crystal sparked red. 
Pluck contained her horror and rage. She wanted to lunge at the Head Guard but controlled her 
wrath. Her jaw tightened as she examined the Princess. Pluck noticed the Rod left a mark on her 
forearms where the Necrom attacked her. She searched the cell, seeing all the prisoners had 
these burns, in fact they had numerous marks. Pluck gripped the Jolt Rod as she started, "I want 
you to remember one thing above all others." "What's that?" the Head Guard asked. "This..." she 
yelled and then she thrust the Rod, burning him on the cheek. He hissed, covering the burn with 
his hand. "For every unwarranted prod you give a prisoner, you and your guards will receive in 
turn." The Head Guard turned on her with his Rod. Pluck threw her pole down, unsheathed the 
Lux, and thunder rumbled, filling the cell with its might. "Would you dare attack me?" she asked 
as the white electrical current surging from the sword encompassed Pluck, making her 
appearance fierce. The guards who surrounded the Head one stepped back. "You burn me. | burn 
you," the Head Guard replied with a growl. "No! | burn you, you learn or I'll have you removed 
from your office. Do you understand?" She didn't wait for his reply and ordered, "Man will no 
longer be treated like animals but like prisoners. | have heard Shangra laws on this matter, and 
you will follow them. Is that understood?" Pluck turned to the other Necroms. "Is it?" "Yes," they 
replied. She faced the Head Guard, he nodded with a snarl, then Pluck sheathed her sword and 
said, "| want the prisoners moved to another cell, and | want this one cleaned. | don't want to see 
these conditions again. You will provide necessary refuse containers as you do the other 
prisoners." She walked over, grabbed Melee's arm, and said, "Look at him. He isn't eating enough. 
How can they stand trial if they're dead? | want their rations increased and given daily. Is all this 
understood?" The Necroms nodded. "I will return later with Man's Advocate. Zung the KellyZing 
wishes to speak with them," she said as she started out and paused, looking around the cell 
spotting Ardor. He faced the wall so she turned her gaze to the Prince and Princess. Edward and 
Virago looked afraid and confused then she searched for Lord Caliber and Avarice as her eyes 
narrowed, thinking of what they did to her. They were nowhere to be found. She would wait and 
ask Edward where they were later. She left the prison. Virago turned to the Prince and 
questioned him, "What does she want from us?" "I do not know," Edward replied as he sat up, 
holding his chest and watched the one he betrayed leave. "I fear the worst." 


Chapter Fifteen 


Archaic Law 


Three nals passed before Pluck returned to the prison with Zung. A Necrom guard led them to 
a chamber where Edward, Virago, Ardor, and Vim waited. Zung flew in, creating the sound of tiny 
bells as his wings flapped, and he landed on a table in the windowless room. Four large candles 
lit the dirty and worn faces of the prisoners. Pluck turned to the guard and said, "Thank you. You 
may leave. | will call you when the Advocate is ready to leave." The guard glanced at Man, 
nodded, and left, locking the door. Silence followed as Pluck stared at the door for a long time. 
She didn't want to face those who allowed leather to scar her back, so she spoke while she faced 
the door, "Before we start | need to know..." Pluck slowly turned and faced Edward as her feline 
eyes quickly adjusted to the dark room. She asked him, "Did you order Avarice to flog me?" She 
feared his answers as she questioned, "Do you detest me and wish me dead?" Edward shook his 
head and softly answered, "No..." The Prince placed his hand over his heart, dreading Pluck had 
come to take her revenge. He said, "You must believe me and on my honor, | say no. | only 
ordered that you be held till Ardor's return." Edward glanced at his wife afraid for Virago and 
then he knelt before Pluck a broken man as he pleaded, "Take your wrath on me. Do not hurt 
Virago. Please, | beg you, slay me just do not hurt the Princess." Again the Prince struck her heart 
as if he with bow in hand had let loose his quiver full of arrows. How could he believe she would 
punish him? Did he only think of her as a bloodthirsty animal? She placed her hand on his head 
and nearly wept, seeing him this way before her. "Why do you think I'll hurt you?" Pluck 
questioned as she knelt to her Prince and told him, "I've only given you my loyalty and my love. 
What more do you want of me?" She stood, feeling ashamed she had driven him to react this 
way to her and insisted, "Get up my Prince, you shouldn't bow before your vassal." She surprised 
Edward; he thought Pluck would yell at him and take her revenge but there was neither anger or 
hatred in her voice. He stood and said, "I gave my first Kiss to my wife and destroyed the 
only chance to end your curse. Do you not hate me?" "Hate us?" Virago said as she stepped 
fearfully forward and wrapped her arms around her husband. For a moment, Pluck was jealous 
that they had each other. A lot must have happened in the many sun's cycles since she last saw 
them. Pluck admitted, "I hated what you did but that has passed." She stared at her hands as she 
said, "I have accepted what | am. For not this cursed form, | too would be imprisoned and not 
able to help you." "I don't understand why her appearance is such a problem," Zung interrupted. 
"So she looks different, but she has the same blood. Doesn't that make her one of you?" "What 
manner of creature is this?" Vim asked as he gawked at the small winged creature who seemed to 
be made of jade. "This is Zung; he's a KellyZing," Pluck answered the Morgog Second. "He's your 
Advocate." "You are our Advocate?" Edward questioned as he moved to a chair and laughed at 
the notion that there would be a trial. "What kind of chance do we have?" Zung answered, "It 
isn't good. I'm still working on a way to save your lives." Pluck noticed Ardor stared at her, but 
she couldn't read his expression. "Why do these Necroms not kill us?" Virago asked as she sat 
next to her husband. "Why prolong our agony?" "They want to put you before all Wellspring for 
the crimes your forefathers committed against them," Zung answered. "What crimes?" Edward 
inquired and slammed his fist on the table. "It is the Necroms who committed atrocities against 


my kind." "What atrocities might that be?" Zung asked. "They... They..." Edward started and then 
shook his head. "I do not know the details | only know..." "Only know?" Zung said and then he 
chuckled. "The Necroms answered my question the same way. | don't think either of you know. 
Now..." Zung started as he sat crossed legged on the table. "There are a few details | need from 
you." Pluck walked to the Fletching Commander as the KellyZing talked with the Prince, and she 
questioned him, "How are the men? Are all of them well?" Ardor didn't look at her as he 
answered, "The men are fine. No one was injured when the Necroms captured us." Pluck felt 
awkward, talking to him as she asked, "Have you picked a Second yet?" "Yes," Ardor replied and 
then tried to explain, "I thought you were..." He lowered his head and then restated, "I chose 
Fracas. | thought Han would approve." "He would. Fracas is a fine High Guard," she said and then 
changed the subject by saying, "Han was wrong you know. He should have never placed me as 
your Second." Ardor stood quiet for a long time, and then he said, "No, he wasn't." His brown 
eyes saddened as he finally looked at her and told Pluck, "I'm sorry." Ardor then did something 
she didn't expect. He put his hands on her shoulders and repeated, "I'm sorry | wasn't there to 
prevent Avarice from flogging you... from taking your tail." Pluck didn't know what to say. What 
could be said? What was done was done. She finally said, "Han chose you to replace him. You're 
a good leader Ardor. Don't let hatred cloud your judgment and as for Avarice, it wasn't your fault 
he flogged me or cut off my tail." "Still..." he said as he dropped his hands and stepped back. "I 
am sorry." Zung fluttered about the table and said, "Thank you, Prince, that's all | need for now. 
| must return to my research." He turned to Pluck and told her, "Call for the guard." Pluck did and 
then turned to Edward and asked him, "Where are Avarice and Lord Caliber?" "The traitors 
escaped," Vim answered. "Escaped? How?" Pluck questioned. "It would seem Lord Caliber was 
the old beggar we encountered at Purveyor's store," Edward answered. "He is the wielder of the 
dark arts." Pluck looked to Virago, and the Princess shrunk from her gaze. Edward came to the 
Princess' defense by saying, "Virago had nothing to do with their plans. They tried to steal her 
away when they escaped." "Maybe they are working with Commery," Pluck suggested. "What do 
you mean?" Ardor asked. "Their army is massing on MayPah Beach," she answered. "An army?" 
Virago uttered in a gasp. "They are uniting with Commery. | once heard Lord Caliber talk with my 
father about returning Morgog's Golden Age. | never thought he would go against my family 
to accomplish his dream." "We can't worry about that right now," Pluck said. "Your trial is 
ahead." The Necrom guard unlocked the door, letting Zung and Pluck out. She turned to the 
others, searching for comforting words to tell them, but found none. She bowed to Edward and 
left with the KellyZing. 


x k * 


Zung fluttered over a book in Shangra's Great Library as his green glow illuminated the 
darkening hall. Two male Velums lit candles to accommodate the many patrons. One of the 
toadstool creatures paused from his work amazed at Zung. "You must be a KellyZing," the 
orange-red Velum said as he scratched one of his white spots. "I'd have to admit, I've never seen 
one of your kind." Zung busy with his research didn't notice the creature who like himself had 
four arms. The KellyZing looked up from the book, saw the Velum, and landed on the text weary, 
but grateful for the break as his glow faded. He said, "My kind don't venture far from our 
homelands." The Velum hopped to a chair with his four stubby legs, peered at the book, and 
asked, "What are you working on?" "I'm Man's Advocate," Zung replied as he rubbed his sore 


translucent neck. "I'm working on their case." "Oh..." the Velum stated and then said, "You have 
an impossible task before you." He leaned close to the KellyZing and whispered, "I don't mind 
telling you, the Necroms have overdone it with these creatures and from what | understand, they 
did nothing to them but shipwreck here." The Velum rubbed his mushroom rim as he continued 
speaking, "Though | have heard rumors that Man once lived on WellSpring and that they and the 
Necroms were involved in a Great War." He shrugged and then continued, "If it was so great, why 
haven't | heard of it and what did Man do then that was so horrible the Necrom's would 
judge their descendants?" "That's one of the frustrating points..." Zung started. "I have yet to 
hear the whole charge. How can | defend them if there isn't an indictment?" He pointed to the 
toadstool with two of his arms as he spoke, "And as you said, no one knows the crimes of their 
forefathers nor is there a historical record of it. Actually, there's little of that time like the 
Necrom's wanted it erased from their memory. Only the ill feelings remain." The Velum shrugged 
again, jumped down from the chair, and spoke, "As | said, you have an impossible task before 
you." He continued lighting candles, moving down the rows of tables as he spoke, "One I'm glad 
they didn't give to me." Zung sighed as Pluck walked up with Zenba riding on her shoulder, and 
his sister inquired, "Have you made any progress?" "None on the case," he answered. Zenba 
fluttered down to her brother and asked, "What about the death sentence? Have you found 
away around it?" "Not really," he answered. "What do you mean not really?" Pluck 
questioned. "I did find something in the Archaic Law once used when Necroms were warring 
tribes. It's called Walk of the Gauntlet, and it consists of four trials for four different contestants 
who must win all or lose. If they can do so, the whole group gains their freedom." He flew up to 
Pluck and said, "You know they'll pick difficult ones, and your people must win them all." "At least 
it's a chance," she said. "When does the trial begin?" "Tomorrow," he answered. "If we're to use 
the Walk of the Gauntlet, Man must waive their right to a trial." "Do it. It's our only hope," Pluck 
said as she started to leave. "You better get some sleep; we don't need you snoring in front of 
the judges." "I will; | only need to look up a few more things," Zung replied and then realized what 
else she said. "Hey," he yelled after her. "I don't snore." Pluck shook her head and waved goodbye 
as she left the hall. Zung turned to his sister and questioned, "I don't, right?" Zenba snickered and 
flew after Pluck. "I don't," he shouted after them. "I don't." 


x * * 


The pale blue Auror the Greater and Array the Lesser rose over the Ringed City, lighting up the 
cloudless sky, brightening the night. Many of Shangra's Citizens walked the streets as Pluck made 
her way to the Duke's estate. She didn't understand Votar. What did he want from her? If he 
knew she was a woman... Pluck sighed, knocking at the large door as two City Guards standing 
outside glanced at her. Nirva answered the door as his large gray eyebrow rose at seeing her. He 
stated, "You haven't changed. You do understand you'll be dining with the Duke?" Pluck glanced 
down at her uniform and said, "I understand. What's wrong with my clothing?" She looked to his 
multi-colored robe with a green sash over his left shoulder. "You haven't changed." Nirva rubbed 
his bald head, annoyed she didn't know the answer, grumbled, and said, "This way." He showed 
her to the dining hall. Votar stood by a large fireplace, staring at the flames as he sipped on a 
goblet of wine. Fire flickered on his black furry face as his platinum hair shimmered in the light. 
He turned when they entered and said, "Pluck, good you've arrived. Please..." Votar motioned to 
a chair at the end of a large rectangular table as he said, "Sit." She started to make her way to 


the chair when Nirva cleared his throat, and Pluck turned to the Advisor. "Your sword..." Nirva 
spoke as he motioned for the Lux. "Allow me to take it." Pluck said, "I would prefer to keep it 
close." She looked to Votar and then said, "At least in the same room. What if | should need it?" 
Pluck laid the black leather scabbard on a cushion by the fire and asked, "Is this fine?" Nirva 
started to answer, but Votar interrupted, "Yes, that will do. Come now, take your seat." The Duke 
pulled the chair out for her. Pluck sat as Nirva took his seat at the other end by the Duke. A male 
Femor Chef with two female Necroms brought out three trays, placing one before each of them. 
At the chef's command, the trays were uncovered as the aroma of Rainbow Pheasants and 
Jasmine Carrots permeated the room. Votar spoke, "Exquisite. Another fine meal." The chef 
beamed with pride and then motioned for his assistants to follow him out. Pluck's stomach 
growled. It had been a long time since she had eaten a large meal. She prayed over the pheasant 
and ripped off a leg, tearing into the flesh. Nirva was appalled by her table manners. Votar smiled 
as he picked up his fork and knife, cutting into a carrot. Pluck noticed how the Duke ate and the 
annoyed look the Advisor gave her, so she put down the leg, wiped her hands on a napkin, and 
picked up the utensils. "I didn't get you into trouble with the High Guards by asking you to see 
over Man?" Votar questioned her as he cut his bird. She set down her utensils and replied, "No." 
Pluck realized the dangerous game she played. Anyone could easily find out who the High Guards 
were. She told him, "They're fine with the idea." Nirva stared at the female, knowing there was 
something about her that wasn't right, at least wasn't right for the Duke. He said, "The Head of 
the Prison informs me you've made a lot of changes regarding the care of Man." Pluck felt the 
Advisor's stare. Did he suspect anything? She stated, "Yes, it was appalling how they treated 
them." "Interesting," Nirva spoke, and then he asked her, "Do you think Man should be handled 
fairly after what they did to our ancestors?" She looked to the Duke and saw that he also waited 
for her reply. "Yes," Pluck answered. "In all good conscience, would you do any different? There 
is something | still don't know. What did Man do so long ago to incite such hatred from 
you?" "Don't you hate Man?" Votar asked. Again this female intrigued him. What was it about 
her that made him gravitate towards her? Pluck tightened her jaw, feeling the urge to tell them 
who she was. She replied, "I would no more hate Man than | would hate myself." "Interesting, 
why is that?" Nirva asked. "You still haven't answered my question," she stated as she wiped her 
mouth and set down her napkin. "What did Man do? Zung tells me there's no account of it, no 
records at all from that time." Votar started to answer, but didn't know himself, and turned to 
Nirva, but the Advisor remained silent. Pluck continued, "Man also believes your ancestors 
committed atrocities against their forefathers. They also can't tell me what they were." Nirva's 
blue-gray eyes narrowed as he questioned her, "You have talked with Man?" "How could you 
have brought yourself so low?" Votar asked. "Why do you think we appointed a KellyZing to be 
their Advocate? It was so one of us wouldn't have to be near such Phraggs." "You haven't talked 
with one of them?" Pluck uttered as she couldn't believe his answer. "You have condemned these 
people, and you haven't spoken with them?" "I talked with their Prince," Votar declared. "You 
mean with the end of a Jolt Rod," Pluck spoke a little flustered. "If you sat down, maybe at a 
dinner, and talked with one, | think you would change your mind about them. They're no different 
than you." Nirva thought her answer was interesting. Why didn't Pluck say different than us? 
Didn't she think herself a Necrom? Votar said, "I would think no different if a Man sat there 
instead of you." He took a deep breath and then continued, "Pluck understand, they aren't like 
us. They're evil and deserve death." "All of them?" she asked. "Yes," Votar shouted. "Their whole 


race!" Hurt by what he said, Pluck pushed herself away from the table ready to stand and asked, 
"Are you closed minded?" Pluck shocked Votar with her question, and he inquired, "What do you 
mean?" She asked him, "Would you allow me to show you who these people are?" "Why would 
you want to do a thing like that?" he demanded. "You should know before you sentence them to 
death. You gave me a chance when Cordon brought me before you. | just ask..." "No," Votar 
replied and then questioned her, "Why do you care so much about them? They are Man." She 
stared deep into his citron eyes. Pluck wanted to scream she was Man. She wanted to tell him 
it was her he wanted to kill. Pluck diverted her gaze as she decided she wouldn't. Edward and the 
others were depending on her. She stood, walked to the Duke's left side, took his hand, and put 
it to her heart. Votar felt its fierce beating, and his face softened as he looked into her emerald 
eyes. He would do almost anything for her. "Allow me to show you your enemy. You should know 
who you are condemning. Don't let prejudice cloud your judgment. See Man as they are, not by 
what your forefather's told you." "I will take it under advisement," Votar replied. "First, I'll see 
how their trial goes, and I'll tell you my decision." Pluck had to accept his answer and said, "It is 
late and the trial starts early tomorrow, | should return to my room." She placed his hand back 
to the table as she told him, "I'll see you tomorrow." She grabbed the Lux from the cushion and 
headed out. Nirva waited till she left, then leaned to the Duke, and inquired, "What was that all 
about? Who does she think she is?" Votar shook his head as confused as his Advisor. Nirva sat 
back as he stated, "You would think she was Man's Advocate." "I did place her as Warden; maybe 
Pluck feels she is." Nirva grumbled and said, "I think it's about time | investigated this High 
Guard." "No, you would insult the King. Solom verified her identity so leave that matter 
alone." Nirva nodded, wondering what the Duke feared he would find. Cordon entered along 
with two of his guards who were carrying an object. They set the glass dome on the table and 
within it, the Mystic Rose hovered. Nirva examined the blue flower and asked, "What is it?" "I 
don't know," Cordon answered. "It was one of the items Man had." "It's of magic," Votar uttered 
as he stood, walking over to the flower. "And you say Man had it?" "Yes." "This is a rare find," 
Nirva commented. "In my lifetime, I've only come across two other items of magic." He studied 
the Mystic Rose and then questioned, "What is this flower? And what can it do?" "A good 
question," Votar said. "It has a familiar presence. See what you can find out about it in our 
archives." Nirva nodded. Votar turned to the captain and ordered him, "Leave the flower here 
and post a guard. | also don't want others to know Man had an item of magic. We don't need the 
city in an uproar. The citizens might fear this is an item of the dark arts." 


Chapter Sixteen 


When The Lesser Is Greater 


Pluck looked out the window of her room, unable to rest as Zung snored, sleeping on one of the 
pillows along with his sister. His horrid rumblings filled the chamber. Pluck grinned and turned 
her attention to the city below as a few of Shangra's guards walked the candle lit streets. She 
leaned on the wall, letting her thoughts wander. The ghostly form of Fairah came to her mind 
and the Temple with the large cat statues. Pluck closed her emerald feline eyes and saw the blue 
grassy hills of Naught, the Lofty Pines, and the pool surrounding the bush of the Mystic Rose. She 
smelled pine and heard the high pitch shrills of Black Feathered Yaws. Pluck missed her home, 
missed the safety of it and her simple existence. Her life was so much different now; it was filled 
with danger, deceit, and betrayal. How she longed for nothing more than to leap from tree to 
tree in the cool night? She knew they were only wishes and doubted she would ever return 
home. Her neck tingled like it was asleep just as it did on the Breakneck before the sea foam 
green Mist appeared. A sense of urgency overpowered her, but not of danger more like a need 
to understand. Her memories vanished as she wondered what she was supposed to understand. 
She opened her eyes, searched the cloudless heavens, and saw thousands upon thousands of 
stars covered the sky. Auror the Greater and Array the Lesser moved upward as the mist from 
Shangra's eight waterfalls clung to the air. The night was still, even the wind was silent and only 
the roar of water prevailed. Pluck noticed a shadow moved across the largest of the two moons, 
and the darkness spread till the sphere was nearly blotted from the night only a faint outlining 
remained. Her nape stood on end as she stared at the phenomenon as the tingling in her 
neck moved down her spine to the stub of her tail. A memory came to mind; it was one that 
frightened her, and it concerned part of the prophecy Zenba read to her at Caldron. She repeated 
the prophecy in a whisper, "Be vigilant of Array and Auror for on the eve when the Lesser is 
Greater the sign will return." Pluck gaped at the moons, realizing Array was now the Greater. The 
tingling in her stub became a throb as she pulled up the flap of her pants that hid her tail and 
turned her backside to the window. Her eyes widened as the moon's glow revealed a miracle. 
Her stub had grown, doubling its length. Frightened by the occurrence, she feared touching it. 
Cautious of her lengthening tail, she stroked it, but the tail didn't hurt as the throbbing increased, 
and her tail grew even more. 


x k * 


At Caldron, the Captain of the Guards entered the King's bed chamber. "My King..." Solom woke, 
seeing his captain stood over him with a torch, and Solom asked, "What is it?" "For hundreds of 
seasons, there have always been two guards standing atop the castle to watch Array and Auror 
from the moment they rise till they fall." "I know this," he said as he rubbed his face half asleep. 
"Why have you woke me to tell me this?" A realization sobered him and he started to ask, 
"Has..? "Yes, as ordered the guards were to be vigilant of Array and Auror, looking for when the 
Lesser would be Greater." The captain pointed to the window as he told him, "That night has 
come." "Help me up," Solom ordered, grabbing his hand. "Let me see." Solom peered out at the 
night and saw the greater of the two moons was nearly gone from sight as Array overshadowed 


Auror. His heart leaped, overjoyed at the miracle as he exclaimed, "The sign..." "My King?" the 
captain questioned. "This means the sign has returned, but what is the sign?" Solom questioned 
as he leaned on the window ledge. "Ready a Messenger Hawk. Perhaps Zung will know." Solom 
stared at the moons. Did this mean the Darkness was coming upon them? Was Wellspring 
in danger?" 


x * * 


Zenba woke, stretched and yawned, and then noticed the dawn wasn't upon them for the room 
was dark. She fluttered her butterfly wings, and her translucent jade form glowed, illuminating 
the bed. Zenba lifted from the pillow, noticed Pluck had never slept beside them, and flew down 
to her brother, nudging him. Zung grumbled, rolled over, and returned to his sleep till she kicked 
him in the leg. Zung rubbed his calf as he questioned, "Why did you do that?" "Pluck hasn't come 
back," she told him as she pointed down at the bed. "What?" he uttered as he looked to the other 
side. "Are you sure?" "I'm here," Pluck replied, troubled by the events of the night. Zenba flew to 
the table in the center of the room and lit the candles, and their warm glow brightened the area. 
Pluck sat in a chair at the opposite end of the chamber, stroking something in her hand. Zung 
rubbed his eyes as he inquired, "Didn't you sleep?" Pluck shook her head, staring at her hand and 
then she said, "It's back." "What's back?" Zenba asked as she flew to Pluck and then her brother 
joined her. Pluck lifted what she held, and the KellyZings saw her tail had grown back. Zenba 
landed on her shoulder and questioned, "Why do you sound troubled? You should be 
happy." "I'm afraid," Pluck admitted. "Afraid of what?" Zung asked. She looked to the KellyZings, 
and the reflection from the candles danced in her concerned-filled eyes. Pluck said, "I'm afraid 
the prophecy's true and that I'm the Serviatrix." "Why would you be afraid?" Zung asked as he 
folded his four arms. She stroked her tail and then said, "I can bear the burden of one man's life, 
but not a whole people." Pluck looked to them and asked, "If I am the Serviatrix, how can I?" Zung 
landed on her lap and told her, "As you would your Prince, one nal at a time. Now..." He motioned 
to the bed and ordered her, "You need to get some sleep. My sister will wake you a nal before 
the trial starts so you can get ready." Pluck nodded, exhausted, and stood once the KellyZings 
lifted into the air. Zung headed for the window and paused at the ledge, motioning for his 
sister. Once she joined him, Zenba whispered, "Do you think she'll help the Necroms now that 
she believes?" "I don't know," he replied and then Zung stated, "All | do know is that we must 
hide her tail from the Necroms. When she gets ready, show her the pouch that's on the inside of 
the flap of her pants. Tell her she must put her tail within it. | don't think you'll need to explain 
why. She'll know." 


x k * 


Below Shangra and in a large cavern laid the Judgment Ring, the structure of justice. 
Necroms, Femors, and Velums along with other peoples gathered within the huge basket fire lit 
courtroom. Four Necrom Judges presided at the front on an elevated platform behind a large 
curved desk and above them on the second story was a balcony where the Duke sat. Pluck and 
Zenba entered the courtroom, making their way to Zung as he waited before the judges at one 
of two desks. The room was noisy as many citizens took their seats. Zung looked up from his 
parchment as he said, "You're cutting it close. The trial is about to start." Pluck took a seat as 
Zenba joined her brother on the desk. Votar walked onto the balcony followed by Kabal and 


Gamemnon, then the Eldest Judge struck a steel gavel on a Judgment Block, generating 
sparks, and the courtroom quieted. Pluck leaned to Zung, whispering, "Why does Votar sit up 
there?" "In a case like this, he's here should the judges’ ruling come to a deadlock. The Duke then 
casts the deciding vote." The Eldest Judge who was a white bearded silver-gray furred Necrom 
commanded, "Come forward Man's Advocate." Zung fluttered to the curved desk, and his green 
glow cast upon the four judges' faces. The Second Judge who was a beardless brown furred 
Necrom with black spots cleared his throat and said, "You have heard the accusations against 
your clients. How do they plead?" Zung paused, glanced at Pluck, then faced the Judges, and 
stated, "I waive the rights of my clients for a trial, and demand the Walk of the Gauntlet under 
Archaic Law." Outraged by the KellyZing's demand, the courtroom erupted with violent shouts 
from the Necroms until the Eldest Judge slammed his steel gavel, and they quieted. The Third 
Judge who was a blond furred red bearded Necrom spoke, "You want to use Archaic Law? The 
Walk of the Gauntlet hasn't been used since we were warring tribes. You expect us to concede 
to your request?" Zung folded his four jade arms and told him, "It is not a request, but my right 
as Advocate to invoke this contest." "Law is law, is it not?" the Youngest Judge who was a black 
furred Necrom with white stripes replied. "The KellyZing and fellow arbitrator are correct," the 
Eldest Judge confirmed. "And by this Archaic Law, we must produce the challenges within three 
sun's cycles." He looked to the balcony and questioned, "What says the Duke?" All eyes fixed on 
Votar as he stood. "Can they do this?" Kabal questioned, upset by the turn of events. "Fass!" 
Gamemnon yelled and then told her, "Yes, it is their right." Zenba leaned to Pluck and said, "Votar 
doesn't look too happy." "I didn't expect he would be," Pluck stated as she added, "His hatred is 
great." Votar took a deep breath and answered, "In three sun's cycles, we will bring forth the four 
challenges and—" His eyes narrowed as he looked to Zung and declared, "—Man will lose and die." 


x k * 


Votar stormed into his dining room, picked up a bottle of wine from the table, and threw it at the 
fireplace. The bottle shattered, spilling its purple nectar over the gray embers, and they hissed. 
Enraged by the Advocate's demands, Votar roared like a Black Lion and then yelled, "Of all 
the..." "Temper, temper..." Kabal scolded as she entered, running her hand through her long 
platinum hair. "You should have listened to me and killed Man when you took them prisoner, but 
no... You had to be noble and demand a trial." On the table, she noticed the flower suspended 
within the glass dome, and its blue petals illuminated the tablecloth. "What's this?" A Necrom 
guard stood watch over the Rose and remained silent, but looked worried over the 
Duke's wrath. Gamemnon followed the Duchess in, walked over to Votar, and asked, "What was 
that KellyZing thinking to bring up Archaic Law?" He slammed his fist into his palm and then said, 
"Now there is a chance Man will survive." He snarled and then stated, "If this was my city, | would 
say Slur the Law! | would order my guards to march down to the prison and execute the whole 
lot of them. No trial only justice." Nirva entered last and then said, "I never thought of you as a 
vigilante." Gamemnon glanced at the Advisor and questioned, "How well do we know 
anyone?" Taken back by his comment, Nirva replied, "True..." Votar faced the males and growled 
out, "I will not forfeit my principles." He paused and said, "Gamemnon, you should know me." 
He looked to the fireplace at the shattered bottle and then commanded, "Nirva, | want you to 
organize the challenges." He turned, fixed his eyes on the Advisor, and affirmed his direction as 
he added, "Make sure Man loses." Nirva nodded and was a bit concerned for his 


Duke. "Brother..." Kabal snapped, irritated she'd been ignored, then tapped the glass dome of 
the hovering blue Rose with tiny sparkles surrounding it, and then questioned, "What is 
this?" Votar's face softened as he stated, "I don't know. It was one of the objects taken from 
Man." Gamemnon interest peeked, and he inquired, "From Man you say?" He moved beside the 
Duchess, examined the sparkling Rose, and asked, "Is it a magic item?" "Nirva believes it is, 
though we don't know its power," Votar answered. Kabal's eyes brightened as she questioned, 
"Can | have it?" "She can't," Pluck declared as she walked in. "By what right do you tell me what 
| can or can't have?" Kabal snarled out her question. "You're not Votar's wife." She turned to her 
brother and spoke, "Unless something has happened." Pluck told her, "I said it with the right 
given to me as Man's Warden." She walked toward the table as she told Kabal, "If they win the 
contests, then all their possessions are to be given back to them including the Mystic Rose." The 
tattoo on her index finger tingled when she drew close to the flower and throbbed as the 
Rose's vigor flowed through her. She stopped, relishing the strength and looked to the four black 
rings pulsing silver. Pluck covered the finger with her hand and took several steps back, fearful 
the Rose would react like it did on the Breakneck and once she was a distance away, her finger 
ceased throbbing. Gamemnon caught a glimpse of the silver glow before she hid it. His eyes 
narrowed as he watched her, wondering what it was. Nirva inquired, "How did you know the 
flower's name?" "I..." Pluck started, thought about it, and then replied, "The Prince told 
me." "What does it do?" Nirva asked. Pluck remembered on the Breakneck when she neared the 
Rose and it pulsed, shattering its protective case. She told him, "I don't know what it does. | don't 
think the Prince does either. On the islands where Man lives, there are few items of magic. Most 
of them lost to time." "You say that like we're overrun with enchanted objects," Gamemnon said 
as he folded his arms and questioned, "Why is it you know so much about Man?" He laughed and 
then questioned her, "Are you one?" Pluck remained silent. "Leave her alone," Votar ordered. 
"She's right." He glanced at Nirva, then t]urned back to his sister, and told her, "Kabal, you can 
have the Mystic Rose in three sun's cycles once Man loses." "Thank you," Kabal replied. Votar's 
response stunned Pluck, and she questioned, "Are you sure Man will lose? What will you do 
if they win? Will you honor Archaic Law?" Votar was hurt by her question and asked her, "Do you 
also question my integrity?" "When it concerns your hatred of Man, yes," Pluck replied and then 
moved closer to the fireplace, putting some distance between her and the Mystic Rose. "What 
of my question?" Votar told her, "I will." Gamemnon uttered, "You can't allow them to join the 
others mounting on MayPah Beach." Votar glared at Gamemnon for challenging his answer, and 
then he said, "Law is law." "You know Commery's here?" Pluck blurted. "Commery?" Votar 
questioned and then he shook his head, not recognizing the name. Pluck winced, knowing she 
could have jeopardized everything and decided to continue since she had already spoken their 
name. She said, "They are the rival kingdom to Fletching and Morgog." She looked around at the 
worried faces of the males, and then asked them, "Do you think the army massing on the beach is 
here to invade you?" She laughed and then told them, "They don't believe you exist. They're here 
to make sure Edward can't claim the Amalgamation Crown." They looked at her blankly. "That 
doesn't matter," Pluck told them as she waved her hand, trying to erase her words. "Just 
know they're not here to attack you." "How do you know all this?" Nirva asked. Pluck thought on 
it and then replied, "I'm a High Guard. We know things." Votar paced the room, thinking, and 
then he said, "I wish to be alone. Please leave me." Everyone started out. "Not you, Pluck. Please 
stay," Votar requested as he motioned to the chairs in front of the fireplace. "Sit with me for a 


while." She nodded and then halted as Nirva and Kabal passed her. Gamemnon stopped in front 
of Pluck, gently took the hand with the tattoo, lifted it, and kissed the top, so he could examine 
the enchanted markings. He saw the silver glow from before and was intrigued by the simple 
design, consisting of four black separated rings. Gamemnon released her hand and followed 
Kabal out. "What was that about?" Kabal questioned once they were a distance 
away. Gamemnon asked her, "Jealous?" "Never," she answered. "At least not of someone so 
common as she." "Common... Maybe not. | was admiring a tattoo on her finger." "A tattoo? A 
tattoo makes her uncommon?" "No, but a glowing silver light emanating from her finger does," 
he told her, glanced ahead, and noticed Nirva listened. Gamemnon said, "We will continue this 
conversation at another time." He motioned tothe Advisor with his head so she would 
understand, and then Gamemnon said, "Come... Let us walk the city." Kabal stated, "I could use 
a stroll." Nirva continued down the hall, stroking his long braided beard as he also considered the 
silver glow Gamemnon mentioned. 


Chapter Seventeen 
A Vow Of Love 


Pluck moved to one of the chairs in front of the fireplace, unstrapped the Lux from around her 
shoulder, laid the sword on a footstool, and sat across from Votar. She didn't know what to expect 
from the Duke and that made her uneasy. So much depended on her keeping her secret. A 
Necrom servant entered with logs and another followed with tinder and soon they started a fire, 
and it crackled in the fireplace, the servants bowed and left. Pluck looked to Votar, studying him 
as the flames lit up his black furry face and citron eyes. His scarlet shirt, silver vest of office, and 
his black pants reminded her of Edward even his demeanor was like her Prince. Even their hatred 
was the same. Votar turned to her and his large feline eyes stared deep into hers. "Pluck, | feel 
we don't have much time left and once the fate of Man is decided, you'll return to your High 
Guards and leave me forever," Votar told her as he stood, walking to the fireplace. "I don't want 
that. | know nothing about you, and | want to change that tonight." Pluck panicked; she couldn't 
allow him to get close. "Come with me," Votar told her as he turned and stretched out his hand 
for her. "Please..." What should she do? Pluck should leave and so she stated, "I can't." Pluck 
reached for her sword. "Leave the weapon," Votar requested. "We're going to the Cascade 
Terrace, you'll have no need of it there." She needed to leave, but would it draw his suspicion if 
she did? Pluck would stay for a while, but she didn't like leaving the Lux, but she conceded and 
took his hand. He took her through double doors to a large terrace overlooking three of the Eight 
Aqua Falls. Their greenish blue waters glimmered in the moonlight, and their mist scented the 
air. Potted shrubbery situated around the balcony deafened the falls' roar. Votar pointed to the 
waterfalls and told her, "Each is named for the direction the cascade flows from. The middle one 
is the Northern Fall, and it is the largest one. Its brother and sister are Northeastern 
and Northwestern Falls." He smiled at her and then he bid, "Come..." Votar took her to a bench, 
and they sat. "Tell me about your family. Where do you come from?" Pluck searched his face, 
finding kindness. How could hatred come from him? How could she tell him anything about 
herself? She didn't want to lie, so Pluck replied, "I never knew my parents or where | was born. A 
High Guard raised me." "Who was this High Guard?" he questioned as he continued to hold her 
hand. What was it about her that drew him to Pluck? "Han," she answered. "Han, that doesn't 
sound like a Necrom name." Pluck shook her head and told him, "He wasn't a Necrom." She 
realized her mistake in telling the Duke. What if he asked who Han was? Could she lie to 
him? Votar told her, "You're a mystery even to yourself, to not know where you come from." He 
looked to the starry sky, and then he spoke, "I know my whole lineage from the time Man was 
driven from Wellspring." Votar looked back to her. "But | don't want to bore you." He leaned 
close and said, "There has been something I've wanted to do since | first saw you." Pluck's heart 
sped, wondering what it could be. He released her hand, stroked her furry beige cheek, and she 
pulled away startled by his touch. Votar grinned, studying her emerald eyes, then she relaxed, 
and he stroked her cheek again then moved to press his lips against hers. Pluck watched his 
mouth move toward hers and desired to feel his moist embrace. For seasons, she'd longed for 
one thing, the Kiss. It was lost to her, but now she was about to receive a kiss from another. 
What would it feel like? Her heart pounded as she closed her eyes, leaning forward. Inside the 


dining room... The Necrom guarding the Mystic Rose noticed the flower's blue petals changed to 
purple then red. The Rose opened to full bloom, and he looked around the room, not knowing 
what to do. Should he sound an alarm? Would anyone believe him? 


On the balcony... 


Pluck opened her eyes and watched Votar's mouth move toward hers, and she desired to feel his 
moist embrace. Her heart pounded as she closed her eyes again, leaning further forward. She 
would finally receive a kiss. Pluck was mesmerized by the idea and then she panicked, jerking 
back. What if it changed her by fulfilling her deepest wish? She gasped, knowing all would be lost 
and then she put her fingers to his lips, greatly saddened she must deny him. Her curse was all 
that was keeping her free. She uttered, "We can't." "Why can't we?" Votar exclaimed, and then 
he asked, "Don't you care for me?" He put his hand to her shoulder. "I love you." Her heart 
leaped, for never had anyone declared their love for her, and she blurted, "I..." Pluck shook her 
head, knowing she had to be strong. It didn't matter how she felt, and she told him, "We can't." 
A few moments went by and she asked him, "How can you love me, you don't know who | 
am?" Votar laughed, stood, and replied, "How do the moons know they love the night? They just 
do." "What if you found out something horrible about me? Could you still love me?" "What sort 
of thing? Like you're Man?" he said jokingly. Her face showed shock and then became serious as 
she questioned, "Why not?" Votar folded his arms and told her, "That's not a fair question." "No, 
but answer it." He snarled, shouting to the heavens as he declared, "I'll never stop hating Man, 
so how could | love..." Pluck's eyes displayed her great disappointment. "Not the answer you 
were hoping for?" Votar asked her, then lifted her chin, and said, "Then you shouldn't have asked. 
Let's put it aside and let nothing get in our way. | could be King then you would be Queen. What 
could separate us?" "Your hatred," Pluck answered and then she stood, turning her back to him 
as a gentle breeze swept through her fiery-crimson mane. He moved behind her, stroking Pluck's 
head. It was like no hair he'd ever seen or felt. The mane was soft and like fur. He said, "But 1... 
We..." "It's better you forget about me and give your heart to another," Pluck told him and then 
tightened her jaw, trying desperately not to give in. She moved away from his tender touch and 
spoke, "As you said, in a few sun's cycles I'll be returning to the High Guards." Pluck faced him 
and told him, "Whatever you're feeling, it's not love, so let me go." She searched his face one last 
time, seeing she'd hurt him, but better now than let him grow anymore attached to her. She left. 
She left him to remain alone. One thing ran through her mind. It wasn't love. Whatever he felt 
for her, it wasn't love. It couldn't be. Votar watched her leave. Was he wrong? He knew what he 
felt and somehow he would prove it to her. Pluck entered the dining room as she thought again 
that it couldn't be. Did she love Votar? Didn't her heart belong to Edward? She started past the 
table and stopped, seeing a red glow. The Mystic Rose had changed colors and was in full bloom. 
What did it mean? Did her heart betray her duty? Did she love Votar? This depressed her even 
more. What did it matter if she did? It could never be. She continued out, passing the Advisor as 
he entered. Nirva noticed Pluck wiping her eyes and his gray eyebrow rose then he continued in 
and saw the Mystic Rose in full bloom and was amazed. The petals pulled back till it was a bud 
again, and the flower's hue changed from red, to purple, and finally to blue. He moved to the 
table as his brow wrinkled with worry, he looked to where Pluck left and went out to the terrace. 
The Duke despondently sat on the bench as the Aqua Falls roared below. Nirva walked to 
him. "She says | don't love her and that my hatred separates us." Votar looked to the Advisor and 


questioned him, "Why does my loathing of Man concern her? | don't understand." "I don't know," 
Nirva answered him and then glanced in at the Mystic Rose. "Maybe it's best you let her go. | 
foresee no good coming from your union." "Are you a Seer now?" Votar inquired. "I'll prove both 
of you wrong. There'll come a time when Pluck will need my help." He vowed, "She will have it." 


x k * 


The next day, Zung made his way to the prison and to the cell housing Man. Once the Necrom 
guard left them alone, Edward, Virago, Ardor, Vim, and Melee surrounded the KellyZing as the 
rest of Man stood behind them. "What happened?" Edward asked. "Did they accept our right to 
the Walk of the Gauntlet?" "Yes, the Challenges begin tomorrow," Zung answered. "By high sun, 
we'll know what the four are. You must decide then who will fight for you." "What about Pluck?" 
Melee asked. "Could she be one of the ones to fight?" "It's too dangerous," Zung said. "If | was 
you, | wouldn't since only one of your kind can fight for you. Pluck would have to tell them she's 
Man. At this point, | don't know how the Duke would react." A Necrom guard approached the 
cell and said, "KellyZing, | have the challenges from the Duke." Zung nodded, flew to the bars, 
took a parchment from the guard, looked it over, and said, "There will be a contest of the bow, 
one of tracking, wrestling, and the last is a sword fight." Fracas stepped forward and declared, "I 
shall accept the bow challenge." Sinew pushed through the crowd and said, "I shall accept the 
tracking challenge." Parry cracked his knuckles and spoke, "And | the wrestling." Ardor nodded 
to his men pleased they had come forward, and he declared, "I shall accept the sword." Vim 
grabbed the Grand Commander by his arm and said, "Do you think you're the best? | 
should fight." "I understand your desire," Ardor said. "But | am Grand Commander and the 
responsibility falls to me. If | thought you were better than me, | would allow you, but | am the 
best swordsman." Vim told him, "At least use my Flamberge sword and armor when they allow 
you to select your weapons. Morgog steel is superior." At first, Ardor resisted, till he thought 
more on it and answered, "I shall." 


Chapter Eighteen 
A Sacrificial Act 


Everything had gone terribly wrong during the challenges, and Man's champion had been hurt by 
a treacherous act and her people were in need of a replacement, so Pluck rushed to where Votar 
watched the contests. She had to save her people and there was only one way she could. She 
entered the Grand Stand and took a few moments to catch her breath and steady her shaky 
hands. Votar cut a Jewel Apple with a dagger a servant had brought him and ate the piece of the 
amber flesh. Gamemnon was there and Kabal was by his side. Nirva stood next to his Duke. This 
was the hardest thing Pluck had to face. How could she tell Votar what needed to be told? 
He would hate her. Pluck looked to his platinum hair, wanting to stroke it. He would hate her, 
and she would be alone again. "Has Man decided on a new champion?" Votar asked her. "Yes," 
Pluck answered. She knew she would hurt him, but how would his hatred of Man effect 
Votar? Would he strike her down where she stood? "Are they ready to begin?" Votar 
inquired. "Yes," Pluck spoke again as she felt sick, knowing what came next. "Good, where's their 
champion?" Votar asked and turned to her, smiling as he stared at her with his citron eyes. "Yes," 
Gamemnon spoke. "What Degar dares challenge my warrior?" If there was only another way, 
Pluck would seize it. Her heart pounded as she stepped toward the Duke of Shangra and then 
said, "This Degar dares." "What are you doing?" Votar questioned her. "How can you joke about 
something like this?" Gamemnon chuckled and then stated to her, "You jest." She looked to the 
blond Necrom and told him. "No, | do not." "You can't be Man's champion," Kabal said. "Why 
would you want to be?" "My sister's correct, why are you joking about this?" Votar asked Pluck 
as her antic infuriated him. "The fight's to the death." He dropped the apple, grabbed her hand, 
and said, "You shouldn't say such a thing even in fun." She squeezed his hand, knowing this would 
be the last time they would touch. Pluck also knew this would be the last time his embrace was 
one of love. Pluck stated, "I am as | said." Her body trembled, knowing Votar would soon know 
her secret and that again she would be the horrible Beast. She declared, "I'm Man's 
champion." Votar shook his head as he insisted, "You can't be." He felt her tremble in his grasp, 
and then he said, "I don't understand why you want to defend those animals, but you can't. Only 
one of their filthy kind can be their champion." Pluck's emerald eyes watered as she questioned 
him, "What makes them different from you other than their appearance?" "I don't understand," 
Votar said. "What do you mean?" "What separates the people?" Pluck asked. "Blood," 
Gamemnon answered, making a fist. "Theirs is red like the slime of a Tree Slug." Pluck gently took 
Votar's other hand, the one holding the dagger, then she leaned in and whispered to him, "I'm 
sorry." He looked down at her, wanting to wipe away her anguish as he asked, "For what?" "For 
any pain | may cause you," she told him, then grabbed the dagger with her left hand, and let 
the blade slightly cut her index finger. Votar dropped the knife as he exclaimed, "What are you 
doing?" He took her hand, fearing she had cut it deeply, then looked at her finger, and saw the 
crimson plasma. His eyes widened, and he shook his head, refusing to believe as he uttered, "It 
can't be." "It is," Pluck told him. She wanted to hold his hand again and tell him everything would 
be all right, but it wouldn't be. "My blood is red," she stated as she took her hand from his. "You 
wanted to know about my life, who | am." She felt the glares of the others, but ignored them and 


focused on Votar, wishing she had time to explain. She wanted to tell him she didn't mean to 
deceive him. Pluck said, "Long ago when I was a child | was cursed. The form you see is a product 
of that hex. I'm not a Necrom..." Her heart ached, knowing she was about to strike a painful blow 
as she declared, "I'm a Woman." 


The End 


Shades Of Gray 
Hi 
Noir, 


Hy Seedy Dara 


Kristie Lynn Higgins 


** Autographed Ebook Covers Now available Click Here 


next Click Here BOTB1C or go to www.kKristieLynnHiggins.com Find more Beauty stories and o 
ther novels and short stories by Kristie Lynn Higgins at her website. Read more stories. 


